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Chapter 1: Sea of Paradise 


“I’m really sorry, but we can’t ask you to do any more 
work for us.” 

This is not good, | thought. 

I'd been supporting my family by doing odd jobs for inns, 
earning a few coins a day, but I’d been turned away at 
every inn now. 

“Can we please work something out?” | asked. “I don’t 
mind getting half the usual pay. | just made a big purchase 
and | really need the money.” 

But the woman simply shook her head. She was an old 
friend, and | knew her well, but she couldn’t say yes this 
time. 

“No, no, no! | don’t have a room for you! Get the hell out 
of here!” 

Suddenly | heard the owner yelling from the reception 
desk, arguing with some people. 

“We just arrived by ship today,” one said. 

“lam not a witch.” 

“We'll pay you handsomely.” 

But the owner was unyielding, refusing to offer them a 
room. As | was wondering what all the fuss was about, the 
woman before me spoke. It must have shown on my face. 

“That guest is a woman with silver hair,” she said. “I'd 
love to let her stay, but we value our lives.” 

“Oh, no wonder.” 

In this town, silver-haired women had difficulty buying 
even a single piece of fruit. Renting a room was practically 
impossible. | felt a little bit of relief Knowing that there were 
people who couldn’t get rooms for the same unreasonable 
reasons that | couldn’t get a job. 


“Why don’t you set yourself free already? | can’t believe 
you're raising such a creepy child that’s not even yours. 
They’re big enough already. Let them be independent. Then 
you might get work again.” 

“No. The child still needs a parent figure. My wife thinks 
the same.” 

| left the inn and went around town looking for work. By 
the time | finally got one laundry job, it was already 
nightfall, and to make matters worse, it started raining 
heavily. 

As | hurried home, | spotted two figures huddled under 
eaves, taking shelter from the rain. One was terrifyingly 
large while the other was of a small build. Both of them 
were donning hoods, but | caught a glimpse of silver hair 
from the other person. | realized that she was the customer 
who was turned away at the inn earlier. 

Pay handsomely, huh? 

My gaze shifted to the bigger guy, and | saw a tail 
peeking out of the full-body cloak. A Beastfallen. 

“E-Excuse me! Are you looking for an inn, by any 
chance?” 

| hesitated for only a moment before calling out to them. 


A fleet of small boats loaded with people and cargo 
Slipped out of a huge sailing vessel one after another, 
heading for the harbor, driving away small colorful fish 
Swimming among the pink coral reefs dotting the jade- 
colored sea. 

A vast, glistening sandy beach stretched out beyond the 
horizon in a gentle arc. A number of piers jutted out from 
the beach, around which countless boats swarmed like small 
fish. Once the cargoes were unloaded and passengers 
disembarked, workers loaded different cargo to the boat— 
and new passengers—before returning to the ships waiting 
offshore. 


“It doesn’t matter what time of the day it is,” said the 
sailor rowing the boat. “Small boats come and go even at 
night, carrying cargo and people.” 

This was a Sailor’s dream harbor. Every one of them set 
out to sea, dreaming of one day setting foot on this port. 

No matter how arduous the journey, the moment they 
see the port, the hardships turn into a beautiful memory, 
and the dead-eyed sailors say, “Looking back, it was a nice 
voyage.” 

It was like a sandy beach in paradise. 

“So hot,” a white, hairy beast muttered. 

A priest with an eye patch covering both eyes frowned. 
“It’s too bright.” 

“Is it too much of me to expect decent impressions from 
you?” A beautiful, black-robed witch eyed them, wearing a 
displeased look. 

A glittering sandy beach spread before the witch’s eyes. 
People were having fun playing in the water. Women were 
collecting colorful seashells to make necklaces, children 
were chasing fish, and men were roasting freshly caught fish 
over blazing flames under the scorching sun. 

“Mercenary, | too wish—” 

Before she could finish her sentence, the beast lifted the 
witch to his shoulder. 

“Let’s find a place to stay and coop in until the sun goes 
down,” the beast said. 

“| agree,” the priest added. “I'll head to the Church first 
to give a report.” 

They were supposed to be like cats and dogs, yet 
somehow they were on the same page this time. 

The witch flailed her arms and legs. “Do you not have a 
sense of fun? White sandy beach! Blue sea! How can the 
glittering coral reefs not move you even a little?!” 

“I’ve seen the sea plenty of times already,” the beast 
said. 


“| get headaches as the sunlight penetrates even this eye 
patch,” the priest added. 

Governed by the maritime nation of Telzem, sailors called 
the jade-colored waters stretching along this dreamy sandy 
beach the Paradise Sea, and the city that housed Telzem’s 
biggest port was called Lutra. 


People from faraway places often say that the city of 
Lutra is white because salt from the sea blanket the houses, 
but in reality, the houses and streets are just made of white 
stones. The exterior of the houses facing the sea might be a 
little salty due to the sea breeze, however. 

Perhaps a traveler once licked the walls of a house and 
said, “This city is made of salt!” Then some people, amused 
by such a rumor, made their houses whiter than necessary. 
They plastered the wooden parts of their houses and 
painted the walls and roofs white. As time went by, the city 
of Lutra became pure white that the sun’s reflection made it 
difficult to see anything—just like now. 

Two black figures were sluggishly walking along the 
streets of this white city. One was me, covered in a black 
cloak. The other was Zero, an extraordinary witch and a 
strikingly beautiful woman. She also wore a black cloak, too 
big for her size, her face hidden under her hood. 

Normally, she preferred riding on my shoulders, but she 
didn’t want to be glued to me, a ball of heat, in this 
sweltering weather, so she decided to walk on her own two 
feet for once. 

Zero walked slowly behind me, still regretting not being 
able to play at the beach. “White sand, the blue sea. Freshly 
caught fish roasted to perfection. We are at the sea of 
paradise that everyone dreams about, Mercenary. | cannot 
believe you would ignore it and look for a place to stay 
first.” 

“A Beastfallen like me strolling nonchalantly on this 
paradise would only create chaos. You might not know this, 


but there’s a cathedral in Lutra. In other words, this place is 
crawling with Knight Templars. And you’re a witch, so you 
best stay away from the eyes of the public.” 

Churches are places that worship the Goddess, where 
believers pray and priests preach. Weddings and funerals 
are also held in these sacred sanctuaries. The larger 
structures are called cathedrals. 

The Goddess that the Church worships have seven 
followers, each one having their own cathedral, and one of 
them is located here in Lutra. 

The cathedrals were heavily guarded, with many 
important people coming and going. Cities that had 
cathedrals also have the Knight Templars’ barracks. 
Thousands of them could be wandering around the city. 

What if they found out Zero was a witch? She would 
either be killed, or she would kill all of them. 

“A cathedral, huh?” Zero murmured. “I have seen two on 
my way from Moonsbow Forest to the kingdom of Wenias. 
They were both magnificent structures. Since we are here, | 
Say we go see this one.” 

“Hell no! Are you stupid?!” 

“How could you treat me like | am an imbecile? Surely 
even the Knight Templars would not deem me a witch 
simply because of my stunning features.” 

“No means no! I’ve decided that once | kill Sanare, I’ll 
become human and open a tavern in the countryside. If you 
get caught by the Church before then, all my plans will be 
ruined.” | poked her forehead repeatedly with the tip of my 
Claw. 

Holding her forehead, Zero pouted. “No cathedral, no sea. 
You are such a grouch.” 

“I’m nota grouch. You’re just too easygoing! Try playing 
in the water half-naked. People will drop dead left and 
right.” 

“Why would they die?” 

“The captivated will drown.” 


“Is that a compliment?” 

“It’s an insult! | find your conscpicuous and deadly good 
looks annoying as hell!” 

The disgruntled expression on Zero’s face vanished, and 
She chuckled. “But my good looks have served us well, have 
they not? Especially when searching for a place to stay.” She 
wore a smug look. 

| couldn’t refute her. When | told innkeepers that | had a 
female companion, they usually wouldn’t even rent mea 
stable, but when Zero told them she had a Beastfallen 
bodyguard, things went smoothly. They sometimes even 
gave us decent rooms. 

Casting Zero a sidelong glance, | nodded at an inn | 
spotted. “Well then. | would appreciate it if you could get us 
a room with your good looks this time as well.” 

“Leave it to me,” she said. “What about the priest’s 
room?” 

“Why should we care about that bastard? We didn’t ask 
him to tag along. No need to get a room for him. He’s a 
member of the Church, you know.” 

What’s more, he was an adjudicator from Dea Ignis, 
tasked to kill witches. 

| recalled the sequence of events that led to the priest 
accompanying us. 

Ten days ago, on Black Dragon Island. The priest waited 
for us on the ship, and said: 

“| have decided that from now on, in the name of the Dea 
Ignis, you will be under my supervision. Magic is a powerful 
force that could slay even a dragon, and it can no longer be 
overlooked. If you are willing to disclose any information 
about Magic and be of use to the Church, | will defer your 
execution to some extent.” 

It was quite the roundabout statement, but to sum it up, 
he was saying that he would execute Zero after extracting 
all information concering Magic from her. Indeed. He 


declared such an outrageous matter directly to the witch’s 
face. 

“Even people of the Church need a place to sleep,” Zero 
said. “It is not right to discriminate against the priest simply 
because you do not like him.” 

Scratching my head, | bellowed, all my hair standing on 
end, expressing my anger and frustration with every fiber of 
my being. 

“It’s not about me liking him or not! He’s trying to kill 
you, for fuck’s sake! Why the hell are you even worrying 
about his room like there’s nothing wrong?!” 

And you call yourself a witch?! 

Zero laughed it off. “l am used to having my life 
threatened. Above all, it will be easier to move around with 
him by our side. The pass issued by Wenias may not be as 
effective this far from the center of the continent. However, 
the Church’s authority reaches the whole world. Having the 
priest around will be useful.” 

“Yeah, yeah. Very logical. But | hate it!” | grimaced. 

Our goal is to prevent the uncontrolled spread of magic. 
For that, we had to recover the copies of the Grimoire of 
Zero, a book that contained instructions for the use of 
Magic. In addition, we needed to investigate and eradicate 
Cestum, an organization that created the copies and whose 
goal was to spread Magic everywhere. 

If | may be so bold as to mention my personal objective, it 
was to kill the Necromancer who murdered my friend: 
Sanare. 

In other words, the priest’s—and by extension, the 
Church’s—and our interests aligned. The Church wouldn’t 
want Magic, a technique that allowed people to instantly 
perform Sorcery, to propagate everywhere. 

That said, | couldn’t think well of the priest when he 
basically said he might kill Zero depending on the 
circumstances. 

Zero shrugged. “Is it because he is good-looking?” 


“No, it’s not!” 

That’s a part of it, though. 

Even though | didn’t voice my thoughts, Zero cackled, as 
if reading my mind. “Two rooms it is,” she said, and entered 
the inn. 

“Get out of here! There’s no room for you here!” 

A woman's shrill scream and a terrified man’s curses 
drove Zero out of the inn. As | stood there puzzled by the 
situation, Zero rushed back to my side, shielding her head 
from the firewood and figurines thrown at her. 

“What's going on?” | asked. 

“lam not sure.” Rubbing her head, Zero regarded the inn 
incredulously with a frown. “It would appear they assumed 
me to be a witch at first sight.” 

It could’ve been her bewitching looks, or perhaps her 
inexplicable getup—in any case, at every inn we visited 
afterwards, the owner immediately began making a ruckus 
the moment they spotted Zero, screaming, “Get lost, 
witch!” 

| tried hiding Zero and asked an owner to rent me a 
stable. While it didn’t result in an uproar, he still refused, 
saying, “Beastfallen are not welcome here.” We were at a 
complete loss. 

Paying a good amount of coin didn’t work. | also bared 
my fangs to intimidate them, but to no avail. When they 
threatened to call the Knights Templar, | had no choice but 
to back down. 

Night was falling, and we didn’t find an inn. 

Rather than getting angry, all | could think of was, 
“What’s going on?” 

Zero was Staring vacantly at the setting sun, her 
shoulders slumped like me. “We have had some trouble in 
the past,” she said, “but this is the first time that my 
beauty, the power of coin, and your intimidation did not 
work.” 


“You sure you have no idea what’s going on here? Like 
you didn’t attack this city decades ago and forced people to 
serve you delicious food, or summoned a giant sea creature 
so you could play in the water? You know, ridiculous shit like 
that.” 

“What kind of person do you think | am? You know that | 
was holed up in the cellar until recently. It is true that 
Moonsbow Forest is close, but there is no way that anyone 
knows about me.” 

“Then why do they all scream witch as soon as they see 
you?” 

“Considering that they kicked me out before | had the 
opportunity to take off my hood and show my face, it 
seemed as if they were terrified of my hair.” Frowning, Zero 
grasped a tuft of her rare and magnificent, silver-colored 
hair, and let it slip between her fingers. 

“Well, there aren’t many people with silver hair. If there 
was once a silver-haired witch that ran rampant around 
these parts, just having the same hair color would be 
enough for people to call you a witch.” 

“That does not have anything to do with me. | have done 
nothing wrong. But now | feel like | should do something 
horrible.” 

“I’m sure you don’t mean that, but please don’t. You’re 
only gonna cause me trouble.” 

“You are as self-centered as always.” Zero smiled. “I like 
that about you.” She took out a cloth from the bag on her 
waist, tied her hair into a single braid, and swept it down 
her back. She then pulled her hood low over her eyes. 

| could barely see both her hair and face like this. It was 
hard to even tell whether she was a man or a woman. 

“I guess we’re camping out tonight,” | said. 

“Camping out? Well, we had a long voyage. Sleeping 
while wrapped in the smell of dirt does not sound like a bad 
idea, but...” Zero pointed to the sky. 


Suddenly, a single raindrop fell on my nose. It didn’t take 
more than a few seconds for the drizzle to turn into heavy 
rain. 

We rushed under the eaves of a house and looked up at 
the sky, feeling grim. 

“If my hunch is right,” Zero said, “this rain will continue 
to fall overnight.” 

“Can we trust your hunch?” 

“It has not been wrong once.” 

“| guess witches’ hunches often hit the mark,” | muttered, 
heaving a sigh. 

| turned my gaze toward the main road. All | saw was a 
rocky plain dotted with shrubs. There was no place where 
we could camp out in the rain. We could use animal hide as 
shelter from the downpour, but there was nothing we could 
do about the ground getting wet. It was going to be an 
unpleasant night. 

“That explains why you were so eager to find an inn,” | 
said. 

Normally, she would have immediately said, “I do not 
mind staying out in the open.” Apparently even she wanted 
to avoid the rain. 

“E-Excuse me! Are you looking for an inn, by any 
chance?” An unfamiliar man’s voice called all of a sudden. 

Zero and | simultaneously turned to the direction of the 
voice and spotted a plain-looking middle-aged man carrying 
a burlap sack. 

Did this guy call us? He didn’t seem like the courageous 
type. 

A normal person would be frightened and run away even 
if | was just standing there silently. Some might come closer 
out of curiosity, but they rarely talked to me. 

A cloak and hood still covered my body, but if he got 
closer, he would know | was a Beastfallen. Did he say 
something about an inn? 


“AS you can see, we have no place to stay,” Zero said. 
“Apparently | look like a witch to the people of this city.” 

The man gave an awkward smile. “It would seem so,” he 
said, shifting the sack in his hands. “Silver-haired women 
are in a bad spot right now. Even old women with gray hair 
Cannot go near any stores. And the lady over there has 
actual silver hair.” 

“You were watching us?” | asked sharply. 

Zero’s hair was completely hidden at the moment. The 
fact that he knew she had silver hair meant he was 
watching us from somewhere. 

The man jumped at the sound of my voice. He then 
opened the burlap sack to show us its contents. It contained 
a large amount of cloth. 

“I’m a handyman who gets work from inns. And today, 
I’m doing laundry. When | saw the two of you getting kicked 
out, | thought you’d be in trouble.” 

“Oh. You are going to offer us a room?” Zero asked. 

“| heard you mention something about paying 
handsomely. | thought maybe | could rent out a room from 
my run-down house. Then | can buy my wife some clothes, 
and feed the little one some good food. Actually, it’s my 
daughter’s birthday soon.” 

Zero and | exchanged glances, then looked back at the 
man. He was afraid and wary of us. Even through his 
clothes, | could tell that every muscle in his body had 
stiffened. His tight smile suggested he didn’t mean harm, he 
simply needed money. 

After thinking about it fora moment, | stepped out into 
the rain and reached out towards the man. He took a step 
back. | took the burlap sack from his arms and slung it over 
my shoulder. The man fumbled for words. 

“Five silver coins, food included,” | said. “I'll give you two 
silver coins in advance. If that sounds good, show us the 
way.” 


Zero took out two silver coins from her bag and put them 
in the man’s hand. 

One silver coin would be enough to buy bread, meat, and 
wine for three days. Soaking in the rain, the man finally 
relaxed. 

Like he said earlier, the house was indeed a run-down, 
two-storey wooden house. The plaster had peeled off the 
walls, revealing the foundation underneath. The dilapidated 
roof indicated the roof leaks were rather bad. 

There was an animal shed, but it seemed to have been 
unused for a long time now. No ducks for meat, no chickens 
to lay eggs, no goats to milk, and no donkeys to carry load. 
There was only the faint smell of rats in the air. 

“Extreme poverty,” Zero muttered. 

The man—his name was Credo—stroked his rain-soaked 
hair in embarrassment. 

“Fewer and fewer inns hire me for work lately. | had to 
slaughter our last chicken the other day for food. | managed 
to buy some bread, but | don’t know how long it will last.” 

“Why do you not sell that thing around your neck then?” 
Zero pointed at the necklace hanging around Credo’s neck. 

It had a small teardrop-shaped pendant that looked like a 
real gemstone. It would fetch a decent amount of coin. 

“Oh, my wife gave this to me,” he said, holding up the 
pendant. “I can’t sell it. Besides, not a lot of places buy 
marriage tokens.” 

“A marriage token?” Zero cocked her head curiously. 

“You trade precious stones, basically,” | said. 

Wedding customs differ from region to region. Zero, who 
hadn’t even heard of kissing as an expression of love, was 
unfamiliar with romantic affairs. 

“In this region,” | said, “when you grow up to be about 
ten years old, your parents give you a gem. You give it to 
the one you want to marry and if they give one back to you, 
you get wed. If they don’t want to, they send it back.” 


“You sure know a lot,” Credo said, raising an eyebrow. “So 
you’re around these parts?” 

“Not really, but | was born in the south. In my village, 
when you turn fifteen, your parents give you a bracelet. You 
then give it to the person you want to marry.” 

“Oh. So do you have a bracelet to give to your desired 
mate?” Zero asked. 

“| don’t have one. | left the village when | was thirteen.” 

“That is unfortunate. | would have accepted it if you had 
one.” 

“Oh, that so. Cool.” | turned to Credo. “Are you sure about 
letting me in, though? As you can see, I’m a Beastfallen.” 

It might be a little too late now, but if his wife was faint- 
hearted, she might pass out the moment she saw me. 

“We too have our own circumstances,” Credo said. 
“Beastfallen don’t really scare us that easily. Come on in. 
We've only got the attic available, though. Liza! I’m back, 
and we’ve got guests!” 

Shouting over the sound of the rain, Credo opened the 
door with great force and scampered into the house. Zero 
and | followed. 

Looking around, | found that the inside was in a much 
better condition than the exterior suggested. There were 
two leaks, both of which were used to collect water in a 
huge washing bowl. There was laundry in it. Very smart. The 
rain leaking through the roof was a blessing as the well was 
quite a long way from the house. 

There weren’t a lot of candles, which made for a dimly-lit 
house. The only furniture was a shelf, a table, and three 
chairs. There was another room in the back and a staircase 
leading up to the attic. 

| wrinkled my nose, and strained my ears. | could smell 
rat in the air and hear tiny footsteps scuttling all around. 

We might get nibbled at in the attic. Can’t really be picky, 
though. 

“Oh, my. You’re drenched!” 


| heard quick footsteps coming from the room in the back. 
Zero and | lifted our heads. 

“You dummy. Use your head a little! You can’t work if you 
catch a cold! How can we afford bread then? And what do 
you mean by guests? Wait, I'll get you something to wipe up 
with first, so stay where you are!” 

It was a woman in her late twenties. She had black hair 
tied up in a tight bun, and she wore an air of a hardworking 
lady. 

This must be Liza. She was wearing a necklace similar to 
Credo’s around her neck, so it was safe to assume she was 
his wife. 

Credo gave a Strained laugh. “She’s a strong-willed 
woman.” 

Liza came back with dry cloths. She first put one on her 
husband’s head, then pushed one to me and Zero as well. 

Perhaps because she’d been moving around so much, but 
she didn’t seem to realize that | was a Beastfallen. | pulled 
my hood down lower, preferring to remain unnoticed if 
possible. 

“So what do you mean by guests? Did you accept some 
kind of a job?” Liza asked. 

“No, no. We're renting out our attic to them.” 

“Attic?” Liza asked dubiously. “When did you start an 
innkeeping business? Why aren’t they staying at a proper 
inn anyway? Shady people will only spell trouble for us!” 

She’s a strong-willed woman, all right. She was right, 
though. Suspicious guests could cause trouble. | gave a 
shrug. 

“Now, now,” Credo said, patting Liza on the shoulder. He 
put two silver coins in her hand. “They’re not shady fellows. 
If they were, they wouldn’t try so hard to find a place to 
stay. They just arrived by ship today. The young lady has 
Silver hair.” 

Liza’s eyes widened, and she looked at Zero. She grabbed 
Zero’s hood and pulled it off. Her eyes widened even more 


when she saw her silver hair. | thought she was going to 
scream when she opened her mouth, but Liza started 
laughing. 

“Oh, my! Real silver hair!” she exclaimed. “I’ve never 
seen such lovely hair before. Are you a princess traveling 
secretly or something? And such beauty as well. No wonder 
no inn would want to rent you a room.” 

“Yes,” Zero said, frowning. “The moment | entered their 
establishment, they called me a witch and drove me out.” 

Credo gave a wry smile. “A group of witches appeared in 
a nearby village recently.” 

“Right under the Church’s nose?” | asked. 

“Yes. They seem to have wandered in from somewhere, 
and there’s a rumor that their leader has silver hair.” 

“The Knight Templars have been looking for them for a 
month, but they haven’t been able to find them. Since they 
weren’t making any progress, Dea Ignis was summoned.” 

“Sounds like a serious problem.” 

Rumors about witches reach the Church almost 
immediately. The Church then dispatches the Knights 
Templar to subdue them. 

If the knights were not successful, adjudicators from Dea 
Ignis would be assigned the task. Trained to single-handedly 
hunt down witches who pretended to be saints, their very 
existence had been brought to question, since there weren’t 
a lot of witches nowadays. So the Church began to assign 
adjudicators ordinary witch-hunt missions as well, which 
usually resulted into something so gruesome that you'd 
wonder who was actually the witch. 

Terrified citizens provide all the information they can to 
keep themselves safe. When an adjudicator embarks ona 
witch-hunt, the execution rate of witches is said to be 
almost ten percent. 

There was a cathedral in Lutra and the immediate vicinity 
was under the Church’s territory, yet the witch matter 


remained unsolved. They probably called in an adjudicator 
to save face. 

“I’ve heard that there are many kinds of adjudicators,” 
Liza continued, “but this one is the worst.” 

“Worst how?” 

“Il don’t know much about them, but people call them the 
Gravedigger, because when they visit a village or town, the 
number of graves increase. That’s why no one wants to get 
close to a silver-haired woman, let alone rent them a room.” 

“| see,” Zero said. “It makes sense now.” She looked at 
Liza. “In that case, would it not bother you if we stayed 
here?” 

“It would. | don’t know how someone can be so 
thoughtless.” Liza punched Credo on the shoulder. “We 
already draw attention as it is.” But she wasn’t angry. They 
looked like an intimate couple just joking around. “Nothing 
we can do about it now, though. You’re already here. Turning 
you away wouldn’t really matter much. Two silver coins for 
renting out the attic for a night is a good deal too.” 

“It’s five pieces,” Credo corrected. “The two silver coins is 
advance payment.” 

Riza was shocked. “In that case, you’re more than 
welcome here! It’s been a long time since we fed the child 
good food. I’m going out for some shopping.” 

What an expressive woman. She was strong-willed, yet 
also amiable. She must have been very popular when she 
was young. As | stood there staring at her, Zero suddenly 
grabbed my tail. 

| yelped, and pulled my tail back from her. “What was 
that for?!” 

“Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife, Mercenary.” 

“Why is a witch like you quoting the Church’s teachings?! 
And | am not coveting anyone!” 

“You should be admiring me more than the neighbor’s 
wife.” 


“Ha, good one. | can’t even look directly at your face.” | 
grimaced. 

“Beauty is a sin,” Zero said in a somber tone. 

As Liza was preparing to leave, she turned to Credo, as if 
remembering something. “Did you tell our guests about the 
girl?” 

“Not yet, actually.” Credo looked at me witha 
complicated expression on his face. 

Liza raised her eyebrows in dismay. “So you don’t know?” 
she asked. 

Apparently Credo kept crucial information from us. 

“What’s up with your kid?” | asked. 

“It’s a bit complicated, like your situation.” Liza 
answered, smiling. “It’ll be faster if we just showed you. Are 
you two fine with rats? You’re not going to scream as soon 
as you see one, right?” 

“| might if it bites me,” | said. 

“I quite like them roasted,” Zero added. 

“That’s good to hear. Let me introduce you to my little 
girl. You can’t eat her, but she’s so adorable that you might 
want to take a bite. Lili, come out for a minute.” 

There was no reply. My ears caught the sound of 
footsteps scuttling from within the house. Something zipped 
past the room and hid behind Liza, clinging to her. My jaw 
dropped. 

Zero smiled. “My, this is a pleasant surprise.” 

“No wonder it smelled like rats,” | said. 

Big, round ears. White fur. A long, hairless tail. It was a 
rat Beastfallen, no doubt. She was about as tall as Liza’s 
waist, and the fur on her head had grown long enough to 
look like hair. 
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“Yes, our child is a Beastfallen,” Liza said. “Don’t worry. 
She doesn’t bite things randomly. She’s smart, kind, and 
timid. She wouldn’t let anyone get hurt. But as you can see, 
She looks like a rat. If you don’t like that...” 

“It is quite all right,” Zero said flatly, brushing aside Liza’s 
concerns. “We do not have prejudices against Beastfallen. In 
fact, this is a relief.” 

However, Zero was too quick to dismiss the woman’s 
worry that she couldn’t help but feel suspicious. “Why would 
my child being a Beastfallen be a relief?” she asked. 

“Actually...” Credo trailed off. He was still wondering if he 
should tell his wife. 

| guess there’s no point in hiding it now. 

Quietly, | pulled my hood off, revealing my face. “I’ma 
Beastfallen too, that’s why. I’d feel better if there was my 
kind around.” 

Liza’s breath caught in her throat. Both of her eyes 
widened more than ever, the color fading from her face. 

Shit. | should have said something before | showed my 
face. 

“Hey, wait a minute. I’m not gonna eat you, so please 
don’t screa—” 

Before | could finish, Liza quietly fainted. 


Interlude: Gravekeeper of 
Paradise 


Church bells tolled solemnly. Startled by the sound, birds 
flew off into the intense sunlight. 

A pure-white bell tower—almost like a symbol of the city 
port of Lutra—rose high into the sky. It sat on the cathedral 
located in the middle of the city square. 

The cathedral, guardian of the white city, was also white, 
its outer walls made of delicately carved marble. Numerous 
spires protruded from the building that looked like a 
collection of square pillars. Even the birds circling between 
the spires were white, making for a magical sight. 

Unfortunately, the man visiting the cathedral could not 
see it. He was a blind priest with a leather eye patch 
covering both his eyes. An adjudicator from Dea Ignis, he 
bore the sin of Secrecy. Even if he could see, he would not 
be allowed to enter the cathedral from the front. 

Trained to fight witches, adjudicators are more like 
sacrificial pawns, barely holding any status within the 
Church. To be more precise, they were not even recognized 
as churchmen. They were low-born people picked up from 
death row. With a few exceptions, their bodies were stained 
with human blood. Yet they were given a great deal of 
power, making their existence rather irregular. 

Instead of entering the cathedral through the front, 
Secrecy went around to the back door that workers used, 
and knocked on the door. Shortly after a young apprentice 
appeared, and after telling him that he was an adjudicator, 
the priest was immediately ushered inside. 


The huge stone walls blocked out the heat of the sun, 
making it cool and refreshing inside the cathedral. 

“Could you get me a piece of paper and a pen?” the 
priest asked. “I’m leaving as soon as | finish writing my 
letter.” 

The boy cocked his head curiously. “You’re not going to 
see the Bishop?” 

“Dea Ignis must not stay in a cathedral any longer than 
necessary.” 

“Really?” 

Perhaps it was because adjudicators were rare, but the 
priest felt somewhat uncomfortable being spoken to by a 
Church staff—though only an apprentice—in such a carefree 
manner. 

“Actually, there’s another adjudicator here right now,” the 
boy said. “Witches have been wrecking havoc recently. Have 
you heard of the Coven of Zero? They started a rebellion in 
the kingdom of Wenias.” 

“I've heard the rumors.” 

“Those guys finally made it here. They use never-before- 
seen Sorcery. Magic, was it? Apparently they took 
advantage of villagers suffering from an epidemic and 
corrupted them.” 

“Rather than gathering rumors about witches, you should 
learn God’s teachings for now,” Secrecy discouraged gently. 
“It is our job as adjudicators to watch evil. Young people 
with bright futures should move forward while looking only 
at the beautiful things. | believe that’s what the Bishop 
would Say.” 

There was little amusement for young boys performing 
their daily tasks in the Church to become full-fledged 
clergymen. It was understandable that he would be 
fascinated by such notable incidents. 

Bishops are the acting leaders of a particular region, 
residing in a cathedral and overseeing the priests working in 
the frontlines. Children learn the teachings of the Church 


while working for bishops, and are then sent to various 
churches as priests. 

“But witches are enemies of the Church,” the boy boldly 
objected. “We need to know about our enemies to fight 
them.” 

“You wish to learn about witches without knowing God? 
That is fine, if your mission is to kill witches. But fighting 
bloody battles is not the job of a cleric.” 

“But Knight Templars fight.” 

“They are not clerics. They are merely a secular 
organization serving the Church. The only people in the 
Church tasked to fight witches are members of Dea Ignis. Do 
you want to be an adjudicator?” 

“1...” The boy hesitated. He wouldn’t say yes. Impossible. 

Only those who had commited crimes worthy of death 
become members of Dea Ignis. Even a young apprentice 
knew what kind of a group Dea Ignis was. 

“I’m sorry,” the boy apologized. “I wasn’t thinking 
straight.” 

The priest raised his hand to pat the boy’s head, but 
ultimately refrained from doing so. He couldn’t touch a pure 
youth with his blood-stained hands. 

Then, a set of footsteps issued from the long corridor. 
“Well, well, well... | thought | heard a familiar voice. If it 
isn’t Secrecy! | never thought I’d see you in a proper priest’s 

uniform!” 

The boy looked at Secrecy. “So you know each other.” 

“Not really...” 

“Aw, don’t be so cold. Surely you haven’t forgotten about 
me? Oh, you can’t see through your eye patch, huh? Let me 
remove it for you.” 

Before the priest could say anything, an arm reached out 
and ripped off his eyepatch. He averted his eyes from the 
candlestand lighting up the dim hallway. Corruption 
laughed. 


The priest found the laughter grating. The voice belonged 
to a woman, yet she spoke like a man, which made him 
uncomfortable. 

Squinting at the brightness, Secrecy held up a hand to 
block the light, and somehow managed to look at the face of 
the plainly-dressed woman. Her hair, however, was shorter 
than Secrecy’s, and the tips did not reach the nape of her 
neck. Her forelocks were extremely short as well. 

In addition, she was wearing a male priest’s uniform, so 
those who did not know Corruption would not guess her to 
be a woman. 

“Can | have my patch back, Corruption?” 

“Why are you so cold, Secrecy? | love that beautiful face 
of yours. | wish | could gaze into your eyes just once.” 

Smiling, Corruption peered into Secrecy’s face, but he 
closed his eyes tight, refusing to show even the color of his 
eyes. 

“You're so stubborn,” Corruption said, as if admonishing a 
selfish child. “I think it would be beneficial for you later if 
you buttered up to me. No matter how weak you are, no 
matter how incompetent you are, no matter how suitable 
you are to sit on the side of the road dressed as a beggar, 
your beauty alone makes you valuable to me. It’s a 
compliment. | love beautiful women more than anything, but 
you're beautiful enough that I’d be willing to add you to my 
collection.” 

“It is not advisable for adjudicators to become intimate 
with each other, and | would rather burn myself than 
become a part of your collection.” 

“Wow, you really hate me. Are you jealous of my skills?” 

“| find your arrogance repulsive.” 

Her picking on him every time they met also made him 
weary. Despite the blatant rejection, Corruption became 
more and more persistent, as if she was enjoying it. 

“Harsh as always. Well, whatever.” Corruption dismissed 
the matter. “Anyway, | heard that you went to Akdios to 


judge a saint, but while you were taking your sweet time, 
the saint performed a miracle. First you mistake a saint for a 
witch and killed them, next you can’t even do your job 
properly. You’re such a disgrace to Dea Ignis.” 

“Dea Ignis itself is a disgrace to the Church,” Secrecy 
replied. “So why are you here?” 

“There’s only one reason for an adjudicator to be ina 
cathedral. I’m here to kill witches.” 

“| heard the Coven of Zero showed up.” 

Secrecy clearly tried to change the subject, but 
Corruption’s eyes lit up as if she was waiting for this topic. 
“AS always, you’re quick on the uptake. That’s right. 
There’s a boring village about a day’s ride from here. New 

kind of Sorcery—that is, Magic—was used there.” 

“The villagers were attacked?” 

“Pardon? That’s an odd question. Who cares?” 

Secrecy quickly caught himself. She was absolutely right. 
What mattered was Magic was used in the village. What 
happened as a result was not important. 

Performing Sorcery or Magic was a sin in and of itself. 
Then why did the question “what did the Magic do?” came 
so naturally to him? 

“| believe it’s only natural for a priest to be concerned 
about the safety of the people,” Secrecy said. 

Corruption scoffed. “How very kind of you to treat 
peasants as people. Normally, the Knights Templar would 
have been enough to deal with a witch incident in some 
farming village in the sticks, but now’s not a good time.” 

For a moment Secrecy wondered what she meant, but 
immediately understood the situation. 

“The Inspectors are here,” he said. “No wonder the area 
around the cathedral is so bustling.” 

“They arrived ten days ago.” 

The Inspectors are a group of seven priests dispatched 
from the seven cathedrals that exist throughout the 
continent. In order to learn about the situation in other 


countries and to inform them of the situation in their own 
dioceses, the priests spend several years traveling around 
the seven cathedrals. 

“A witch trouble would be a dishonor to the Lutra 
Cathedral,” Corruption said. “But on the other hand, if the 
problem was solved quickly, it would be a point of pride for 
the Bishop.” 

“What about the Knights Templar?” 

“They're a useless bunch. That’s why I’m here.” She gave 
her best smile, but her tone held pure malice. 

She just clearly insulted the Knights Templar, but 
Corruption had no loyalty to the Church in the first place. 
She was tacitly allowed to behave freely because of her 
track record and the fact that she was originally a powerful 
aristocrat. 

It was said that the reason why she was not executed but 
selected as an adjudicator was because of various backroom 
deals. And because of the success of those deals, Corruption 
lost more and more respect and loyalty to the Church. 

“To be honest, | wasn’t really into it,” she said. “I was just 
going to do my job, but then as | was doing some digging, | 
heard some interesting rumors that suddenly fired me up.” 

“What rumors?” 

“They say that the leader of the Coven of Zero is a silver- 
haired woman with beauty that is out of this world. Wouldn’t 
it be exciting if that was true?! | would love to add her to my 
collection! | already received permission from the Bishop.” 
Her eyes lit up with enthusiasm. 

Secrecy let out a sigh of disgust. “Is that all the 
information you have?” he asked. “You’re not going to kill all 
silver-haired women to kill a witch, are you?” 

“One more thing.” She held up her slender index finger 
and lowered her voice. “Her name is apparently Zero.” 

Secrecy wondered if he managed to hide the expression 
on his face. Did she realize that he knew the woman 
personally? 


“So the leader of the Coven of Zero is named Zero. That’s 
hardly surprising.” Secrecy made his voice sound 
indifferent. 

“Great minds think alike. It’s exactly as you said. It’s too 
simple it’s almost funny, but that’s what the members of the 
coven told the villagers. The Knights Templar, in an effort to 
hunt down this Zero, sent all silver-haired women to the city 
hall’s dungeon.” 

“Most of them are probably innocent.” 

“They were desperate to solve the problem before the 
Inspectors arrived. But they ran out of time. What a shame.” 
Corruption waved her hand dramatically. “People are calling 
for the execution of Dea Ignis, but if the Knights Templar are 
this incompetent, we can’t afford to go away just yet.” 

“So, did you get any results?” 

“Do you think an adjudicator who came up empty can 
just show up at a cathedral where the Inspectors are 
gathered? As soon as | was Summoned by the Bishop, | 
headed to the village immediately. Then | interrogated the 
villagers using the one method that would really make them 
talk. What do you think happened afterwards?” 

“| don’t care. Just tell me what you got.” 

“Now, now. Don’t be too hasty.” Her tone was casual, as if 
talking to a friend. “Just shut up and listen.” 

But Secrecy did not enjoy the conversation one bit. 
Corruption knew this as well, but she always brought up 
trivial matters whenever they met, which only annoyed 
Secrecy. 

The quickest way to get rid of Corruption was to go along 
with her until she was satisfied. Although, Secrecy wanted 
as much information as possible in this case too. He decided 
he would make an effort to humor her. 

“The villagers just cried, saying they don’t know 
anything. So yeah, they didn’t give me any info. While they 
were alive, that is.” Corruption dropped her voice to a 


whisper. “Their corpses talked, you see. They gave me all 
the information they had about the witches’ lair.” 

“Oh, sorry,” Secrecy said. “Is this is a joke? Am | 
Supposed to laugh now?” 

Corruption cackled. “I had the exact same reaction. | 
thought I'd finally lost my mind. But the fact was, the bodies 
lying in the red fields at dusk whispered to me. They said 
they’d been waiting for me. That now was the time to kill 
the witches.” 

“If you’re going to mess with me, at least come up with a 
better—” 

“They also said there’s a copy of the Grimoire of Zero in 
the lair.” 

“Wha—” 

Corruption shoved Secrecy’s eyepatch back to him. 
“When | reported that | had found the location of the lair, 
the Bishop and the Inspectors were very pleased. They even 
gave me permission to use a new toy to kill the witches.” 

“A new toy?” 

“The engineers called it the Woodpecker. They want data 
from actual combat before distributing it to the Knights 
Templars. Oh, look at the time. That’s enough talk. I’m 
gonna get rolling. Come visit me in my garden sometime. I'll 
show you some of my wonderful collection. You have my 
special permission.” 

Just as she first appeared, Corruption left with her 
footsteps echoing in the corridor. When her footsteps could 
no longer be heard, the young boy, who had been silently 
listening to their conversation, spoke. 

“What exactly is Corruption’s collection?” 

Secrecy wrapped his eyepatch back tightly and sighed. 
“Corpses,” he said. 

“What?” 

“She has a hobby of collecting the corpses of young 
women in graves. No, wait. That’s not quite right. She said 
it’s only meaningful if they’re buried alive.” 


Hence the name Corruption. She didn’t bury corpses to 
honor the departed. She created corpses to bury them. 
Secrecy once laid eyes on her gravesite. 


“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Corruption said, smiling. “It’s 
the most beautiful gravesite in the world, where only 
the beautiful are buried. Flowers bloom in every 
season, birds sing, light pours from above. It’s like 
paradise.” 

“When | die, I’ll become a part of this place. Feeling 
jealous, Secrecy?” 


A bad feeling filled his gut. Zero only arrived in Lutra a 
few hours ago. She would not have been seen here. So who 
was this Zero that the Church was looking for? 

The matter about the dead talking also bothered him. The 
horrific incident in Akdios where corpses started moving 
around was still fresh in his mind. Does this case have 
something to do with that? he wondered. 

“| changed my mind,” he said. “I would like to see the 
Bishop.” 





Chapter 2: A Certain Family 


“I can’t believe | blacked out. How embarrassing.” 

Not long after her husband tended to her, Liza woke up, 
and immediately went out in the rain to buy tons of food. As 
soon as she returned, she went straight to the kitchen and 
began preparing a meal with great finesse. She didn’t even 
bother taking a rest. 

“| thought | was used to Beastfallen, but | didn’t expect 
them to be this scary. | mean, that mouth and those claws! 
My Lily is so adorable.” 

Liza snatched up a piece of steamed shrimp and tossed it 
into the mouth of the rat Beastfallen helping out in the 
kitchen. Lily squinted as she savored the delicious shrimp. 

Zero said Beastfallen are warriors created by witches to 
make humans stronger. 

“Is there a point in creating rat Beastfallen?” | whispered 
to Zero. 

“They are resistant to diseases,” she replied. “They are 
also omnivorous, resistant to pollution, and can survive for 
long periods of time without water. Maybe they were 
created for labor, not fighting.” 

“Labor, huh?” 

Lily was about half the height of Zero, with thin arms and 
legs. She didn’t look like she had the stamina and physical 
strength. She was, however, fast. First | thought she was on 
my right side, then she was suddenly on my left. | took my 
eyes off her for a second and she was gone, only to come 
back from another room, carrying something. 

“Looks like she can do three people’s jobs at once,” | 
said. 


Credo, rummaging around in the attic, peeked down from 
the ceiling. “Our daughter is a hardworker.” 

“So you heard us.” 

“What can | say? My ears just naturally catch 
compliments about my daughter.” 

His proud smile tickled the back of my mind. It reminded 
me of my family. 

Zero looked at Credo from below. “You said you have 
been losing work lately. Is she the reason?” 

Even without any incidents happening, people hate a 
house with a Beastfallen kid. They were probably living in a 
ramshackle house on the outskirts of town because of the 
usual persecution. 

Credo shook his head firmly. “It’s not her fault. In fact, it’s 
nobody’s fault. It’s just that everyone’s on edge because of 
the whole witch thing, and she tends to get the blunt of it, 
but it’s definitely not her fault. Right?” He regarded me for 
some reason. 

“Don’t look at me,” | said. “There’s plenty of reasons for 
people to despise me.” 

“Excuse me!” said a voice from below. 

| gave a jerk. Lily was looking straight at me with her red 
eyes, unblinking. 

“Mom said you should taste it.” 

She was holding a small plate with red liquid on it—soup 
made of stewed tomatoes and fish. Her hands were covered 
with leather gloves, her hair tied back, and a cloth was 
wrapped around her mouth, as if she was worried about 
being a rat. 

When | hesitated, Zero reached out from the side, dipped 
her finger in the soup and licked it. Her face turned serious 
all of a sudden, and she looked at me, her gaze intense. 

“We have a case in our hands, Mercenary,” she said. “It is 
more delicious than your cooking!” 

“What?!” 


Now I’m not saying that there’s no one who can make 
better food than me, but I’m also the proud son of a tavern 
owner. 

| took the plate from Lily and poured the soup onto my 
tongue. The sourness of the tomatoes and the flavor of the 
fish. It was spicy and appetizing, with no fishy taste at all. 

| handed the plate back to Lily and moved silently behind 
Liza. She was adjusting the heat when my shadow loomed 
over her. 

Liza yelped. “Wh-What are you doing?! Please don’t stand 
behind me like that!” 

“I'll help,” | said. 

And | will steal your secrets. 

Liza looked confused, as if she didn’t understand a word | 
just said. 

Zero popped up from behind me and said, “My mercenary 
is a good cook. He can make food a lot better than the 
average restaurant.” 

“With a face like that?” 

“My face has nothing to do with it!” | bellowed, then 
quickly closed my mouth. 

There was no point in arguing. | took out my favorite 
cooking knife from my bag and cut a carrot that was lying 
around into the shape of a flower. 

“Wow,” Lily said, her eyes glistening. | didn’t even realize 
she was watching right beside me. She shot Liza an 
expectant look. 

Without saying a word, Liza picked up a knife, and witha 
fluid motion, created a three-dimensional flower out of thinly 
Sliced radish. It was a work of art. Liza looked at me 
triumphantly as her daughter cheered. 

We stared at each other for a moment. Liza then quickly 
moved to the side to make room for me in the kitchen. 

“Don’t get in my way, big guy,” she said. “I don’t care 
how scary you are. If you get in the way of my cooking, I’m 
going to tear you apart and throw you in the pot!” 


“Bring it on!” | replied. 

“Whoa. What’s going on here?” Credo asked, looking at 
Zero. 

“| have no idea,” she replied. “But | am looking forward to 
dinner.” 


Countless plates filled the table. 

Lutra was a port city rich in seafood. Ideaverna, while 
also a huge port city, was no match for Lutra in terms of 
food abundance. 

If Ideaverna was a “marine transportation city,” then 
Lutra was a “Sea paradise,” where you could get just about 
anything you could want from the sea—fish, salt, pearls, and 
corals. 

Liza knew how to get the best ingredients at the cheapest 
prices and how to cook them perfectly. 

As | watched her cook, | tried to resist the urge to ask her 
questions, opting instead to steal her techniques secretly. 
She would stare at my cooking with a frown, taste it, and 
mutter, “Interesting,” as if talking to herself. 

No one could stop us as the number of dishes kept on 
increasing. 

First was my specialty, potato soup. Then Liza’s fish and 
tomato stew. Steamed white-fleshed fish. Grilled small fish 
with salt. Roasted bivalves with melted butter and salt. 
Fresh oysters sprinkled with lemon juice. 

Before we could finish cooking everything, the other 
three had already started to eat. Zero and Lily emptied their 
plates at a furious pace. 

“Yum!” Lily said. 

“Scrumptious!” Zero added. 

Credo ended up being the server. Liza and | watched the 
battlefield from the kitchen, picking at the leftovers and 
making a small toast to the success of our work. 

“I’ve never heard of a Beastfallen who can cook,” Liza 
said. “Where did you learn?” 


“| was born to a tavern owner,” | answered. “I also 
learned a lot in my travels. What about you?” 

“You might not believe it, but | cooked for a noble.” 

“No wonder you're so skilled. What’s in this tomato stew? 
There’s a secret ingredient, right?” 

“I can’t tell you. It won’t be a secret then. My recipes are 
mine alone.” 

Cooking techniques are the property of a chef. If you 
could make a soup that no one else could, you might even 
be summoned to a castle solely based off of your skills. 

“With your skills, your employer wouldn’t have let you go. 
Meals are an important leisure.” 

“He was a small-minded noble. When they found out | 
was adopting a Beastfallen, they fired me.” 

“Adopt?” Lily was the only Beastfallen in the house. | 
glanced at the white and fluffy child. “I thought she was 
your kid.” 

“No, she’s mine. Well technically, she’s my sister’s 
daughter, so | guess she’s my niece, but she’s mine now.” 

“Where’s her real mother?” 

“She’s dead. So is her father. An epidemic wiped out all 
the children in the village, and she was the only one who 
survived. What do you think happened then?” 

Rats carry plagues. If all the children in the village died 
except a rat Beastfallen, then the anger and hatred of the 
parents who lost their child would be directed at only one 
person. 

“I’m surprised she wasn’t killed.” 

“| got a letter from my sister saying she was ill, and when 
| went to the village, she was already gone. Her child was 
tied up in the graveyard. They were going to let her starve 
to death, | guess. She hadn’t eaten or drunk for seven days 
and seven nights, but she didn’t die. And you know what 
she said when she saw me?” 

“I’m hungry?” 


| didn’t mean it as a joke, but Liza laughed. “She could 
have said that, but she said she was sorry. Sorry for killing 
the people in the village. She didn’t even do anything 
wrong.” 

Suddenly the image of a bloody corpse flashed in my 
mind. An old memory, where bandits attacking my village 
for my head killed someone. Softly | closed my eyes. 

| heard a voice repeatedly saying, “It’s not your fault.” 
But the guilt still lingered. The lifeless body sprawled on the 
ground seemed to be staring at me with vacant eyes full of 
hatred. 

“Il took Lily back to the mansion, but my employer was 
furious. | was thrown out, and Credo, a servant, helped me. 
Then we drifted to this port city.” 

But a family with a Beastfallen child is treated almost the 
Same way anywhere. 

“| tried to find a job, but no saint would hire a cook living 
with a Beastfallen. Not even in the Church.” 

Yet they didn’t abandon the child. She wasn’t even their 
own kid. In Credo’s case, they weren’t related by blood. 

“You're idiots.” | voiced what | really thought. | meant it to 
be offensive. 

They should’ve just abandoned her. Beastfallen can 
survive by munching on tree roots, drinking river water, or 
even becoming a mugger. They’re much stronger than 
ordinary human children in many ways. 

Rather than be angry, Liza laughed. “Yeah. We dote on 
her.” 

“That’s not what | meant.” 

“| know. But it doesn’t matter. | don’t care what people 
around me Say or think, | love Lily, and | would do anything 
for her. She’s still convinced that she’s a filthy creature. She 
thinks she’s a dirty rat who carries disease. | tried to take a 
bite of her half-eaten fruit, and she got so mad she cried. It 
took years to get her to eat at the same table.” 


Liza’s mouth twisted in self-mockery. “It’s so sad, really,” 
she continued. “She still doesn’t trust me completely. That’s 
how deep her emotional scars are. | can’t hurt her any more 
than she already is. So I’m telling you this now. If things go 
sideways, | won’t hesitate to sell you out to the Church.” 

“I'll keep that in mind.” 

It was then that | heard unsettling words. 

“Over here, Father!” 

As a Beastfallen traveling with a witch, it was enough to 
make the hairs at the end of my tail stand on end. There 
was only one reason someone would bring a priest here. 

“| saw a Beastfallen and a silver-haired woman here. She 
has to be the witch you’re looking for! Please arrest her!” 

Lily and | stood up at the same time, and she looked at 
me anxiously. She heard the voice too, apparently. 

Normal people like Credo and Liza couldn’t grasp the 
situation, but Zero seemed to have gotten the general idea 
by looking at me and Lily. 

The witch slowly stood up. “Someone snitched it seems. 
We might have drawn too much attention.” 

“S-Snitch?!” Liza and Credo rose to their feet at the same 
time. 

“We should’ve expected this,” | said. “You were kinda 
adamant on finding an inn, and the people probably want 
the witch fiasco to end.” 

Anyone who Saw a silver-haired woman with a Beastfallen 
would immediately assume they were a witch and report 
them. If she was the actual wanted witch, the problem 
would be solved. If not, the person who gave the tip would 
still be highly appreciated by the Church. 

Rain was pouring outside. | did not want to camp out, but 
the rain would help us escape the public eye. 

| was about to carry Zero, but then | stopped. 

“You saw the silver-haired woman and the huge 
Beastfallen go in here, yes?” 


The gentle voice mixed in with the sound of rainfall was 
familiar. | strained my ears. 

“Yes,” the snitch replied. 

“Thank you for your help,” the man said. 

“Wh-What are you waiting for? If you don’t get out of 
here now, you'll get caught!” Liza grabbed my arm and tried 
to pull me toward the back door. 

“| thought you were going to sell us out if things went 
sideways,” | said. 

“There’s no point if we’re not the ones doing the 
Snitching! If a priest finds us like this, we’ll be deemed as 
criminals who harbored a witch and a Beastfallen!” 

“Oh, right.” 

“How can you be so calm?! Move! If you don’t leave, I’m 
going to stab myself and say you did it!” 

Laughing, | brushed Liza’s hand away. “Sounds like a 
good idea, but you don’t have to go that far. We’re 
acquaintances.” 

“Wh-What do you mean? How can a Beastfallen and a 
priest be acquainted?” 

| pushed Liza toward Credo and lumbered toward the 
door. The woman looked confused, but Zero seemed to 
understand the situation. 

When | opened the door, | was met by a slender green- 
haired man, who didn’t seem particularly surprised. He was 
wearing a cloak over his familiar priest uniform to protect 
himself from the rain. 

“It’s nice of you to welcome me,” he said, as if expecting 
me to be the one opening the door. 

“I'll rip your eye patch off, homicidal priest.” 

“I'll rip your fur off, symbol of depravity.” 





Zero peeked from the side. “That sounds more like a 
greeting between you two now.” She began giving a rough 
explanation of the situation. “We were having trouble 
finding a place to stay because of false accusations, when 
these people offered us a room. They sympathized with us 
since they have a Beastfallen child.” 

“A Beastfallen? | see. If the neighbors don’t like you in the 
first place, it’s no surprise that they would sell you out. 
Good thing | was there, or the Knight Templars would have 
been called to arrest you.” 

Letting out a small sigh, the priest turned to the 
informant, who couldn’t hide his confusion at our friendly 
conversation. 

Smiling at the poor guy, the priest placed some coins in 
his hand. “Thanks to you, | was able to find the people | was 
looking for. The silver-haired woman and the Beastfallen are 
my companions. They seemed to be having trouble because 
the lady matches the wanted witch’s description.” 

“Really? | guess... the witch hunt will still continue, then.” 

The look of despair on his face made my heart ache 
despite it not being my problem. When witch hunts start 
and targets aren’t found, the Church will usually start killing 
the innocent. It’s a known fact. 

That’s why nearby residents would make up any person 
as a witch and hand them to the Church. It could be an 
elderly with no relatives or a prostitute, but if a traveler fit 
the bill, all the better. 

The informant thought that by sacrificing an innocent 
traveler, they would finally be free from their worries, but 
then he found out it was a priest’s acquaintance. If | were 
him, I’d be disappointed too, even if | received some coins. 

As the informant stood there staring at the money in his 
hand, the priest tapped him on the shoulder, as if to cheer 
him up. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “A skilled adjudicator is 
doing their best to find the witch. You might not see it, but 


peace will return soon. Just like how this rain will cease 
without any warning.” 

The informant gave a tight smile, thanked the priest, and 
hastened back the way he came from. 

The priest watched him go until he was out of sight 
before turning to us. “I’ll keep it brief,” he said in a grim 
tone. “The Coven of Zero has showed up in this country.” 

Zero’s body tensed up. We heard that a witch had 
appeared, but we had no idea it was the Coven itself. This 
changed things drastically. 

Can we even talk about this in front of Liza and Credo? 

Ignoring my concern, the priest continued. “Apparently 
their leader’s name is Zero—Achoo!” The sound of his 
sneeze mixed in with the loud downpour. He was standing 
outside, so even though he was wearing a cloak, he was still 
exposed to the rain. 

Sniffing, the priest pointed at the ramshackle house. 
“Um... May | come in first?” 


The family welcomed the additional guest without a hint 
of displeasure. In fact, Liza and Credo were more than 
happy to have a priest around to ease their worries. 

Lily had no intention of showing her face to the priest; 
she hid somewhere and never came out. It was probably the 
right choice, considering the priest’s hatred towards 
Beastfallen. 

After an unremarkable greeting and dinner, the three of 
us were led to the attic. The roof was leaking in several 
places, but we managed to find a spot and were finally able 
to talk. 

“| swear to all demons and even the Church’s God, | am 
not the Zero causing all the trouble in this place,” Zero 
began. 

“Il know that,” the priest replied tiredly, taking a sip of the 
hot ginger tea that Liza prepared. He stayed wet as he 
stubbornly refused to let Zero dry him off with Magic. “You 


were on Black Dragon Island when the incident occurred, so 
it is unlikely that you could cause a disturbance in Lutra. I’ve 
reported that to the Bishop, so as long as you’re with me, 
there’s no need to worry about you being targeted.” 

What did he just say? 

My eyes widened. “You reported her to the Church?!” | 
grabbed my sword and half-rose to my feet. 

“Of course. If | were to take a witch around without 
reporting her, | would be charged with treason. It is not 
uncommon to grant a reprieve to a witch in order to hunt 
more witches.” 

“But you didn’t have to—” 

“Relax, Mercenary,” Zero said, her voice tender. “The 
priest did not tell them everything. If he had reported that 
he had captured the Murky Darkness witch who invented 
Magic, it would have caused an uproar that shook the entire 
Church.” 

The priest breathed a small sigh and looked away. “All I'll 
say is | made the necessary report.” 

“That is fine. From the moment you found out | was a 
witch, | was prepared to be reported to the Church. If 
anything, it is more convenient to be a helpless witch under 
the watch of a priest.” 

After all she just said, | couldn’t make a fuss about it 
anymore. | sat back down, frustrated, and Zero tapped my 
knee as if to say, “Don’t worry.” 

“But,” Zero continued, stroking her delicate chin and 
tilting her head, “that means there is another Zero. She is 
beautiful with long, silver hair, and she is the head of the 
Coven of Zero. This is a big problem.” 

“Yeah, it’s too much of a coincidence,” | added. 

There was only one possibility. 

“It is an impostor pretending to be me,” Zero said, 
wearing a frown. 

The priest nodded in agreement. “That is the most likely 
the case.” 


“But not many people know my name. Only a select few, 
in fact. Thirteenth, you two, the lass in Wenias, the governor 
of Ideaverna, the Saint and Hawk of Akdios, and the King of 
Black Dragon Island. And one more person...” 

“Sanare.” My voice turned bitter. Just uttering her name 
pissed me to the extreme, making me sick. 

| wasn’t sure I’d call her a witch; she was more like an 
instant Mage. Recruited to the Coven of Zero for her 
transcription skills, she joined Cestum later, an organization 
born within the coven, and was now using the copies of the 
Grimoire of Zero to spread Magic to the world. 

She was the only one person | could think of who would 
frame Zero. 

“Mercenary,” Zero said. “Do you remember her parting 
words back in Black Dragon Island? It was clearly a 
provocation and a challenge.” 


“Where should | take the book next? What should | 
do there? Maybe something’s already happening. If 
you’re curious, come after me.” 


It made me sick just recalling it. 

| huffed. “So where exactly is Sanare—I mean, the 
princess who got possessed by Sanare—right now?” 

“It took us more than ten days to travel from Black 
Dragon Island to here. She was long gone from Lutra by 
then. In the first place, the couple said that the rumor about 
the leader of the Coven of Zero began spreading a month 
ago. We can assume that it is not Sanare, but still a plot by 
Cestum.” 

“An organized effort to harass you? They must have a lot 
of time on their hands.” 

“It is only a means to their goal.” 

“To create a world of witches, was it?” the priest said, 
disgust in his voice. 


“Yes,” Zero replied. Her voice was hard as well. “If | come 
to a place where there are rumors of a silver-haired witch, 
the Church will try to capture me. If you were not with us, 
the tip-off a while ago would have led to my arrest. Of 
course, me and Mercenary would not go down without a 
fight. What do you think would happen then?” 

| stroked my chin. “The Church will be completely 
destroyed?” 

“A war will begin.” 

| blinked repeatedly. “Sorry, you lost me there. Can you 
please explain it to me, Madam? How can a fight with the 
Church turn into a war?” 

“The Church against witches. It will be the return of the 
war that took place five hundred years ago.” 

| stared blankly at Zero. | still had no idea what she was 
trying to say. 

“Listen closely,” Zero added. “If | killed someone from the 
Church and ran away, the Church will come after me with all 
they have. Am | right?” She looked at the priest for 
confirmation. 

The priest nodded. “The Church will never let a witch go, 
especially one who has harmed it.” 

“Exactly. The Church will intensify the witch hunt so they 
could burn me at the stake. Then, witches in hiding from all 
over the world will be agitated by the crisis. If Cestum, using 
Magic as a weapon, raised an army, many witches will stand 
up to end the Church’s rule.” 

“Then a war between witches and the Church will break 
out?” | asked. 

“It is very likely.” 

“Ridiculous,” the priest said. There was an edge to his 
voice. He sounded as if he was mocking the situation rather 
than denying it. “Even with their otherwordly Sorcery, 
witches suffered a crushing defeat against the Church five 
hundred years ago. Starting a war now, when their numbers 
had dwindled significantly, is foolish.” 


“Magic can make up for the difference in force,” Zero 
said. “You saw what it could do at Black Dragon Island. 
Magic is something that even a child can use. | intended 
that.” 

“If you wish to atone for your sins, how about accepting 
execution instead of running away?” 

Before | could say anything, Zero smiled. “You should set 
your priorities straight, priest. If | die, who will stop 
Cestum?” 

“The Church, of course.” 

“Then you need a source of information. If you do not 
obtain information from a witch who is knowledgeable about 
Magic, you will be two or three steps behind Cestum. Am | 
wrong?” 

The priest didn’t reply, but the vexation on his face was a 
firm affirmation. 

“That is why you disclosed the information about the 
appearance of the Coven of Zero to us and why the Church 
gave you permission to accompany me. If Magic is involved 
in this matter with Cestum, do you not think this is too much 
for this Gravedigger? Currently, there is no other adjudicator 
in the Church who has as much exposure to Magic as you 
do.” 

“You seem to be suggesting that you see through 
everything.” 

“It is but a simple inference drawn from the given 
circumstances. | am, however, almost certain about it.” She 
sounded confident. 

Zero waited for a response from the priest. | also stayed 
silent, waiting for the man to speak. Unable to stand our 
silence, he clicked his tongue for what seemed like the 
umpteenth time. 

“This adjudicator from Dea Ignis you call Gravedigger is 
known in the Church as Corruption,” he said. 

Gravediggers, as the name implied, dig graves to bury 
the dead. Disdained by the public, they have very low status 


in society. A member of the Church having that kind of a 
nickname meant they were quite infamous. 

“Even within the Church, there are many who call them 
Gravedigger. When | went to the cathedral, Corruption was 
there. They told me that someone informed them about the 
location of the coven’s lair and of the Grimoire of Zero 
stored there.” 

“What?!” Zero and | exclaimed at the same time. 

“Who informed them?” | asked. 

“A corpse.” 

| felt a chill run down my back. When it came to talking 
corpses, there was only one name that came to mind. 

Zero’s expression stiffened. “Sanare herself made contact 
with the Gravedigger and told them of the copy?” 

“Apparently,” the priest said. “It doesn’t sound good, 
does it?” 

The mention of the grimoire’s copy wasn’t exactly 
Surprising, considering Cestum was invovled. The problem 
was that Sanare left it behind. What’s more, she told an 
adjudicator where it was. They were clearly plotting 
something heinous. 

“Taking into account what occured in Akdios and Black 
Dragon Island, the Church has deemed it risky to let 
Corruption, who has not encountered Cestum or Magic, 
handle the task. So, | was given orders to keep an eye on 
Corruption, take down the false Zero, and take the copy of 
the grimoire.” 

Zero froze. Her sudden stillness caught the priest’s 
attention. “Is something wrong?” he said. 

“Did you say “take” and not “dispose”? Zero asked. 
“There is no safer place in the world than the Church’s 
treasury. Once all the copies are stored inside, there will be 
no more worries about Magic spreading through the books. 
The Church will also be able to take countermeasures if they 

gain understanding of Magic.” 


“Now that is interesting. How do you know the Church will 
not misuse the copy?” 

Tension crackled through the air. Zero was fundamentally 
indifferent towards priests and the Church, but she would 
occasionally say something criticizing. 

“| do not trust the Church, priest,” Zero said. “Five 
hundred years ago, the Church designated witches as 
enemies in order to rule the world. The Church can reign as 
the righteous guardian of world order because it has a clear 
enemy: witches. In the future, when all witches have died 
out, if the Grimoire of Zero is in the hands of the Church, 
they will create witches themselves to demonstrate their 
own righteousness.” 

“What the Church wants is peace and harmony,” the 
priest replied. “The Church started the war solely out of 
necessity. Because evil witches brought fear and chaos to 
the world.” 

“Did the Church say that?” 

The priest frowned. “All of history says so. Anyway, 
Corruption has already been tasked to killed the witches and 
take the copy, and | have been given the same orders. They 
told me to do everything | can. That’s how dangerous the 
Church considers Magic to be, and | think it’s the right 
mindset.” 

There was a rattling sound, followed by the floor door 
opening. We all shut our mouths, and Credo poked his head 
from below, pulling a heavy bunch of cloths. 

“Sorry for bothering you this late,” he said. “I brought 
some blankets.” He eyed the priest with an awkward look. 
“Father, are you sure about staying in the attic? | still don’t 
think it’s a good idea to let a churchman stay up here.” 

“People of the Church value honorable poverty,” the 
priest said. “Please don’t worry about it. In fact, | think that 
a priest who suddenly barges in and takes the room of the 
home owner should start over as an apprentice.” 


“I mean, this guy should be staying at the church or 
something anyway,” | cut in. “He could’ve used his status as 
a priest to stay anywhere, but he chose to stay here, so 
there’s no need to worry about him.” 

“But, um... | don’t know how to put this, but we won’t be 
punished later for ridiculing a priest or something, right? 

The priest’s expression stiffened a little. Just a moment 
ago, Zero said she didn’t trust the Church. Now even Credo 
doubted his sincerity. He probably felt uncomfortable. 

“| swear to God,” the priest said. “You have nothing but 
my gratitude.” 

“l guess that’s fine, then. I'll drop by tomorrow once 
breakfast is ready. Good night.” 

“One last thing,” Zero said as Credo was about to leave. 
“| have a question about this silver-haired woman. What 
kind of rumors have you heard about her and the Coven of 
Zero?” 

“I’m not sure how to answer that.” 

“They used Magic, did they not? What did they use it for? 
How? The rumors should have told you something.” 

“Well, yeah... A little.” Credo shot the priest an uneasy 
glance. 

The priest met Credo’s gaze and simply said, “The truth, 
please.” 

Credo pulled his upper body off the floor and stroked his 
stubble. Reluctantly, he opened his mouth. 

“| heard they saved the village. An epidemic ravaged the 
place, and all the workers collapsed, so they couldn’t 
harvest their crops. Apparently the witches harvested the 
crops instead using some kind of strange power. Thanks to 
them, the villagers didn’t starve to death. But of course, a 
part of the harvest was given to the Church as tax.” 

| facepalmed. “They seriously handed over crops 
harvested by witches to the Church? That would explain the 
witch hunt.” 


“Lutra has a cathedral and a lot of devout believers. A 
villager told someone by accident and the whole matter was 
reported to the Church. Some people escaped from the 
village, but the Knights Templar caught them. Their bodies 
are still in the square in front of Lutra’s city hall.” 

The Church shows no mercy on both witches and those 
who cooperate with them. They grant clemency to those 
who were deceived by witches, but running away is 
tantamount to an admission of guilt. 

But staying in the village wouldn’t guarantee their safety 
either. If the witches could not be found, the villagers would 
be charged with the crime of harboring them and subjected 
to torturous interrogation. Running away and staying both 
ended in torment. That’s why people stayed away from 
witches. 

They were probably in a desperate situation where the 
only way to survive was to rely on witches. There were sick 
people who couldn’t move, and crops that were rotting 
away. Taxes had to be paid and the sick needed medicine. 

Zero glanced at the priest, who was wearing a look of 
disbelief. It was understandable. In his mind, witches are evil 
who would never perform good deeds. He even suspected 
that Zero was simply concealing an evil heart deep within. 

“Everyone... Well, actually | am not scared of witches,” 
Credo continued. “I’m just afraid of getting caught up ina 
witch hunt. It’s none of our business what the witches did. 
It’s not fair, though. If you’ll excuse me.” Credo descended 
from the attic. 

“See?” A childlike, yet sharp smile spread across Zero’s 
face. “The people do not trust the Church.” 

Movement from down below woke me up from my 
slumber in the middle of the night. It was still dark outside, 
and | could hear insects buzzing. 

Must be some huge rat, | thought. Then | remembered 
that there was indeed a big rat in the house—Lily. 


| decided to have a drink of water, so | went downstairs. 
Zero was talking in her sleep, saying something about her 
bed, but | ignored her. Beds have their own free will too, you 
know. 

| took a ladle full of water from the water jug in the 
kitchen to quench my throat. | couldn’t hear Lily’s footsteps 
anymore, but when | moved, | heard them again. It seemed 
like she was trying to avoid bumping into me. It also felt like 
she was following me, though. 

It’s the middle of the night. Kids should be in bed. 

| stopped and turned around. | spotted white fur quickly 
hiding behind a wall. 

“What's her problem?” | murmured. 

“Nothing.” 

| gave a start. | didn’t actually expect a response. Right, 
she has good ears. 

“Haven't seen a lot of Beastfallen besides yourself?” 

There was no answer, but her silence probably meant 
yes. | was the same as her. 

After a moment’s silence, she asked, “Mom and dad?” 

“I think they’re sleeping,” | answered. 

“Not mine.” 

Oh, she meant my parents. 

“Probably back in the village leading normal lives.” 

“Did they abandon you?” 

“No. | left on my own will. There was some trouble 
because of me.” 

“Because of you, Big Brother?” 

Big brother? Oh, she’s referring to me. You hear that, 
Theo? Big brother. Lily knows what’s up. |It was shameful 
how it made me feel happy. 

Sighing, | stroked Theo’s knife. 

“What's wrong?” Lily timidly peeked from behind the wall. 
Her red eyes seemed to glow in the dark. 

“Nothing,” | replied. 


Wagging her long tail, she scuttled towards me and 
pulled out a chair for me to sit on, then returned to her 
Original spot. She didn’t try to hide earlier. Was it because 
her parents weren’t nearby? 

| took a seat and told her about the incident that made 
me leave my village. | told her about how bandits showed 
up to take my head, that someone died, and how | 
subsequently left even though my parents and the villagers 
tried to stop me. Lily was sitting down while listening to my 
story, and once | was done, she went back to only poking 
her head out a little. 

“Why did you leave?” she asked. 

“The village? Uh, guilt | guess. | ran away, because | 
didn’t feel comfortable staying.” 

“Guilt,” Lily muttered vacantly. | didn’t know if she 
understood the meaning of the word or not. Then all of a 
sudden, she said, “I can’t stay here.” 

“Sounds like something you don’t want to talk about out 
loud.” | stood up. 

Lily jerked, but she didn’t show any signs of running 
away. | went around to the other side of the wall and sat 
down next to the little rat. Upon closer look, | realized that 
she was so small that | could almost squeeze her in my 
hand. 

“Dad loves mom. That’s why he’s so nice to me. But I’m 
not really my mom’s child. You know about it, right? My real 
mom died because of me.” 

Lily knew that Liza told me about her upbringing a while 
ago. 

Frowning, | heaved a sigh and wagged my tail. “Your 
hearing’s too good. 

“Because they’re big.” She grabbed her ears to show me. 
“| can hear people’s whispers. | also have lots of friends.” 

Friends? No way a Beastfallen has friends. | wasn’t 
twisted enough to point out every single thing, though. 


“So, is your dad treating you like a burden behind your 
mom’s back?” 

Lily shook her head frantically. Of course, not. The man 
didn’t seem like the type to do that. That said, | didn’t think 
her mother would do that either. 

“But they’re keeping something from me. They talk 
somewhere far so | don’t hear them. And then they stop 
when | get close.” 

“You're a Beastfallen. You can’t even outsmart normal 
humans to eavesdrop?” 

She shook her head again. “I don’t listen. I’d feel sad if 
they said something awful.” 

“| see.” 

“| love my mom and dad, but they’re always working hard 
because of me. | understand if they hate me. People in town 
tell them to abandon the rat. They say mom and dad could 
have more money. But they can’t get jobs because of me. 
They’re not happy.” 

“They would’ve left you if they weren’t happy,” | said. 

LIli shot me a puzzled look. 

“What, did someone lay a curse on them or something 
that would kill them if they abandoned you?” 

“Um... | don’t think so.” 

“Then there’s no need to worry about a thing. They want 
to be your parents, so just let them.” 

“But you...” 

“I told you | ran away because | felt guilty. My parents are 
probably furious with me. If | return now, my father will beat 
me to death, and my mother will turn me into dinner for the 
customers. Then my skin will be used as a carpet on the 
bar’s special seat.” 

| was half serious, but Lily blinked and laughed. “What?” 

“Now | regret leaving. As you can see, | grew up to be a 
monster that would scare any bandit away. If | had stayed in 
the village, | could have been useful as a guard or 
something.” 


“But | can’t do anything.” 

“You helped out a lot today.” 

“That’s all | can do, though.” 

“And that is enough. You did three times worth of work 
that a kid your age can manage.” 

“I’m not a kid.” 

“You're clearly a kid.” 

| had no idea how old she was, but probably around six or 
seven. She also talked like a child. 

There are adult Beastfallen who are not good at speaking, 
but their special skills make up for it. 

“Also since you're a Beastfallen, you can scare away 
burglars when you grow up. Even I'd get hurt if you bit me 
with those teeth of yours.” 

“| don’t bite.” The sudden seriousness in her voice 
startled me. She went from timid to determined. “I don’t 
bite anyone. | made a promise with my mom. My real mom.” 

“| see.” 

Lily rose to her feet and scurried away somewhere to 
hide. 

“Thanks for talking to me,” she said. 

| could no longer hear her footsteps. 





Chapter 3: Black Village 


A clear, blue sky greeted us the next morning. The 
sunlight was so intense that the ground had already dried 
from last night’s rain. 

Breakfast was quite lavish. Leftovers from last night, 
baked bread, and milk. 

| would have loved to take my sweet time savoring the 
food, but we wanted to get to the village before this 
Corruption fellow found the Coven of Zero’s lair. Zero could 
follow traces of Magic used in the village to locate it. We 
might find signs of Sanare as well. If things went smoothly, 
we might be able to find the lair faster than Corruption. 

| paid the rest of the lodging fee. As we were about to 
leave, | suddenly remembered something and turned to 
Liza. 

“How about telling me your tomato stew’s secret 
ingredient? You know, as a parting gift.” 

Liza blinked a few times. Then with an expression of both 
anger and laughter, she shooed me away like an animal. 
“Don’t show your face around here again.” 

Still a no, huh? 

Smiling, | gave a shrug and glanced at Lily. The little 
Beastfallen was hiding behind Liza as always. 

Feeling uncomfortable under my gaze, Lily wagged her 
long tail to say goodbye. | couldn’t help but chuckle at how 
adorable she was. 

We left the ramshackle inn with the top-notch food. 


“Now then, priest,” Zero said. “Where exactly is this 
village? You will show us the way, yes?” 


“You seem to be forgetting that | can’t see during the day. 
Leading you to a place I’ve never been to before is 
practically impossible.” 

“Quit acting cocky and just say you’re useless,” | said. 

The priest’s staff darted at me with incredible speed. | 
dodged it just in time and laughed, but something caught 
my foot, and | fell flat on my face. 

| totally forgot. The priest had two weapons—his staff that 
transformed into a scythe and the strings extending from it. 
| untangled the strings from my feet and got up. 

“Pathetic,” the priest said. “I can’t show you the way, but 
| received a map from the Church. It should indicate the 
route to the village.” 

Could’ve shared that with the class earlier. 

“It’s been bugging me since yesterday,” | said. “Why do 
we need to work with this guy? It would be easier for us if 
we just killed him here.” 

We were not trapped on a ship anymore. While we shared 
the same objective, we differed on what to do with the copy 
of the grimoire afterwards. If we would ultimately become 
enemies, we might as well end him now. 

Casually spreading out the map, Zero dismissed my 
grievances. “Silver-haired women are treated as witches at 
the moment. Having the priest around works to our 
advantage. | thought mercenaries used each other for as 
long as necessary.” 

“| know, but still.” 

“For the record,” the priest said, “if you show even the 
slightest intention of fighting me, | will immediately report 
everything about Zero to the Church. You know what’I| 
happen afterwards, right? You can’t be that stupid, after all.” 

My brows furrowed. If we lost the priest’s protection and 
he informed the Church about everything, the Knights 
Templar would go all out to hunt us down. We wouldn’t be 
able to find the books then. 


“You heard him,” Zero said. “We will simply cross that 
bridge when we get there.” 

“You make it sound easy.” | sighed. 

Zero smiled. “| am counting on you, Mercenary.” 

“You only count on me in times like this.” 

“What do you mean? | have always relied on you, have | 
not? Right now, | want you to carry me.” 

“No way. It’s too hot.” 

“You are so cold. Then | will ask the priest.” 

“| don’t want to,” he answered with nary an expression 
on his face. “You're too heavy.” 

Zero chuckled. “You have become quite mean, priest. | 
wonder which one is the real you: the benign one from 
before or the spiteful one now? | have not changed, while 
you are like a different person.” 

“Both are the real me. Humans are multifaced. It’s normal 
to change one’s attitude depending on who they’re dealing 
with.” 

“| see. Perhaps you are right. If both are the real you, | 
like the current you more.” 

“Are you trying to seduce me?” 

“Heavens, no.” Zero tugged on my cloak. “I already have 
someone | love. The problem is, he never looks at me. | 
would rather seduce him than you.” 

Here she goes again. Saying shit she doesn’t mean. 
What’s she gonna do if | take her seriously? | glanced at her 
and found her smiling. 

“You can take me seriously,” she said. 

Breathing a sigh, | started walking ahead. 


According to the map, the village was about a day and a 
half away from Lutra on foot. A horse-drawn carriage could 
get there in a day, but since horses fear Beastfallen, we had 
no other choice but to walk. 

Damn, it’s blazing hot. How hot was it? It was so hot that 
walking with two people with shorter strides was taxing. My 


legs felt heavy, and | was getting dizzy. 

Zero stopped and shot me a concerned look. “Mercenary, 
are you all right?” She clearly noticed | was acting strange. 
“You have been tottering for a while now.” 

“I’m fine. Well actually, maybe not. | just remembered 
that when | was around these parts, | basically went out at 
night and spent the day under the shade. This is my first 
time walking for hours under the sun.” 

“He certainly looks like he doesn’t do well in the heat,” 
the priest said. 

He was wearing a priest’s black garb. Black absorbs heat. 
In fact, he was probably quite exhausted already. 

“Hmm. | think we should rest somewhere for a while,” 
Zero said. 

“Rest where?” 

Wastelands stretched out as far as the eye could see. 
There wasn’t even a single tree that could provide shade. 

Zero unfolded the map and groaned. “According to the 
map, we should be able to reach a small river by nightfall. In 
the meantime, we can pour some water on you to cool you 
down. If we go on like this, you will be roasted.” 

She poured the contents of the flask on my head. 
Dripping water sizzled and evaporated as soon as it touched 
the ground. 

Yo, sun. Can you tone it down a little? 

“Hey, Witch.” 

“What is it, Mercenary?” 

“Didn’t you mention that there was Magic to control 
weather?” 

She said something like that back when we got caught in 
a storm out in the sea. If Magic could trigger storms or bring 
rain... 

“Don’t you have any spell that'll make it cooler?” 

“A perfect spell like that cannot possibly exist.” 

“| see. Of course.” 


“Oh, wait.” Zero slammed her fist on her palm. “There /s 
one.” 

“Really?!” 

The priest scowled. “How bold of you to talk about Magic 
in front of an adjudicator.” 

“Now, now. This is an urgent matter,” Zero said. “You can 
afford to be a little lenient. There is a Magic spell in the 
Chapter of Harvest that lowers temperature to preserve 
meat and vegetables. You cast in a specific area, so you can 
not cool yourself down while moving, but you can at least 
rest in it now.” 

Zero picked up a twig from the side of the road and drew 
a circle. She then placed stones on four sides, pushed me 
into the circle, and began chanting. 

“Chapter of Harvest, Page Five: Luinaros! Grant me 
power, for | am Zero!” 

A chilly breeze blew through my scorching fur. Ah, so 
cool. The sun was glaring down from above, yet | couldn’t 
feel its heat. My entire body temperature dropped quickly, 
and my dizziness faded. 

“How is it?” Zero asked. “Do you feel a little better now?” 

A little? |t was more than that. 

“This is awesome!” | exclaimed. “It’s freakin’ great! | will 
never let you go ever again!” 

“lam glad you are feeling better, but first you treat me 
like a dryer and now a temperature-controlling contraption. 
Poor me.” 

“Look who’s talking. You’re the one using me asa 
blanket, a bed, and a vehicle.” 

“| have the right.” Zero turned to the priest. “Come. Let 
us rest.” 

“I’m an adjudicator. | will not accept a witch’s grace.” 
“Then stay where you are.” Zero entered the circle and 
breathed a sigh of relief. Casually she sat down between my 
knees. “This is the most comfortable place to be when it is 

cool,” she said, satisfied. 


The priest glowered at us through his eye patch as he 
Slowly approached the circle. “Is this some sort of an 
illusion?” he said. “In this heat, it is impossible for the 
temperature to drop only within a circle. Perhaps once | step 
into that circle, the sun will burn me to death—” 

“Man, just shut up. If you’re curious, come on in.” | 
grabbed the priest’s clothes and dragged him straight into 
the circle. 

Normally, he would’ve been able to deftly evade my grab, 
but the fact that | took him by surprise so easily indicated 
that he was suffering from the heat as well. 

“Bastard! How dare you attack an adjudicator—” He 
froze, then frowned. “It’s very cool.” 

Zero smirked. “It is impossible to stay cool in that black 
attire. Unlike Mercenary, you can disrobe. You can at least 
remove your top.” 

“An unkempt attire is an unkempt mind. Disheveling 
one’s clothing is unacceptable.” He sat down in the circle 
and pulled off his hood that he was using to shield himself 
from the sun. Sticking his arms outside the circle, he 
muttered, “I can’t believe a barrier can trap even cold air.” 
He sounded impressed. “But how does it work? Where does 
the cold air come from?” 

“Elementary,” Zero said. “You feel a chill when a ghost is 
nearby, no?” 

Aw, shit. | got a bad feeling about this. | prefer the chill to 
be on my body, not my spine, thank you very much. 





“This Magic spell calls ghosts that are wandering in an 
area and traps them inside a barrier. There seems to be 
plenty of souls here, so | can lower the temperature to 
below freezing.” 

“I’m good now,” | said. “We should get going.” 

“Yes, there’s no time to waste,” the priest added. 

The priest and | stood up at the same time and left the 
circle. A wave of tremendous heat greeted us, but it was 
much better than the chill from the dead. 

“What? Are you two afraid of ghosts?” Zero asked. “This 
is a little different from Necromancy. | simply gather the 
spirits around, not control them.” 

Leaving Zero behind, we continued walking down the 
road. 

After a day of walking, night came. We spent the night 
outside and set out for our destination the next morning. 
The sun was at its zenith, and we were hoping to reach the 
village before nightfall, wnen we came across something 
strange that stopped us in our tracks. 

“A tent? Is that a campsite?” 

| peered down the road. Judging by the swords at their 
waists and the goddess’s emblem on their banner, it must 
be the Knights Templar. 

They weren’t wearing armor under this blazing sun, but 
they were still boiling in the heat. Only about ten of them 
were around. They probably split up their troops, each with 
their own mission. 

Their equipment consisted of one carriage and one horse 
to pull it. Normally, | would have quickly taken a detour, but 
the priest, wearing a blank look, strolled straight down the 
road, so we had no choice but to follow him. 

“You there! Halt! This is the Knights Templar!” 

The priest was donning a cloak to protect himself from 
the sun, so it was hard to tell at a glance that he was 
wearing a priest’s uniform. The knight probably thought that 
he was a blind traveler who didn’t notice the barricade. 


When the priest stopped, a young man, who seemed to 
be the most junior member of the troop, lumbered up to 
him. 

“The area up ahead is currently closed off by the Church. 
No one is allowed to pass through here!” 

“Really? That’s news to me,” the priest said. 

“Doesn't matter. A roadblack means you can’t pass. Turn 
back now!” 

“Whoa, whoa. This blind man has traveled a long way,” | 
cut in. “Sending them away is kinda cruel, don’t you think? 
It wouldn’t hurt you to tell us why it’s closed off.” 

The knight shot me a glare, then took a step back. 

“Don’t worry. This is my servant,” the priest said. “I’ve 
trained him not to attack anyone.” 

Who the fuck are you calling your servant?! | wasn’t 
stupid enough to say anything in this situation, though. 

The knight regained his bravado a little. “I’m not 
worried,” he said awkwardly. 

“If you don’t mind, may | ask why we can’t pass?” the 
priest said. “I really need to get somewhere.” 

“No! If you really want to get past here, you should return 
to Lutra and ask for a pass from the Church. Not like they’ll 
give one.” 

Something was wrong. According to the map, the village 
was up ahead. Camping the road that led there seemed too 
much. 

“| see,” the priest muttered. Suddenly he thrust the tip of 
his staff right before the knight’s eyes. The knight pulled 
himself back, and the priest cocked his head. “I don’t know 
if this counts a pass, but could you please verify the crest?” 

“A-A crest? | doubt that’ll change anything...” The knight 
turned pale. Engraved on the priest’s staff was a stake and 
flames—a crest that symbolized burning at the stake. It only 
meant one thing. 

“You're an adjudicator from Dea Ignis?!” 

“lam, though | may not look like it.” 


“What the hell is His Excellency thinking?! The 
Gravedigger alone is too much for us to handle, and now he 
sends another one?!” The knight ruffled his hair in 
annoyance. “Just stop! The villagers have suffered enough 
already! They’ve received their punishment! What more do 
you want from them?!” 

The three of us exchanged glances. He couldn’t seem to 
stomach Dea Ignis. 

“I’m not going to do anything,” the priest said. “I’m on 
my way to the village for an investigation. I'll listen to what 
the villagers have to say, but I’m not going to condemn 
them.” 

“If my memory serves me right,” Zero said, “the 
Gravedigger is the adjudicator who was sent to hunt down 
the Coven of Zero, correct? Did they block this road?” 

“Of course, not! We Knights Templar did this on our own. 
We have received permission from His Excellency the 
Bishop, of course. However, we are not to get in the 
adjudicator’s way.” 

The priest furrowed his brow. “Why would the Knights 
Templar block this road themselves?” 

“You really don’t know anything? Oh right, Dea Ignis 
members don’t interfere with each other’s business. Must 
be great not knowing what your own kind is doing.” The 
knight gave a tight smile. It looked like he was trying to 
force a sneer, but his eyes weren’t smiling at all. “There’s no 
way we let people through. We can’t let others see the 
hellscape that’s up ahead. A hellscape that someone from 
the Church created.” 

The knight shivered under the sweltering heat, his face 
pale. He shook his head a few times, as if to get rid of some 
horrific scene burned in his eyes. 

“The Knights Templar have no right to stop an 
adjudicator. You may pass. Investigate to your heart’s 
content.” Ice seeped into his voice. “If you have evena 
shred of humanity left in you, you will conclude that all of 


Dea Ignis should be executed at once. Makes you wonder 
who’s really evil around here.” 

We continued on our way, and just as the sun was 
dipping on the horizon, the village came into view. 

There were no forests in the vicinity of Lutra. Perhaps it 
was because of the intense sunlight or the salty sea breeze. 
With only flatlands stretching far and wide, you could see 
things even from a distance. 

There was a broad and gently-flowing river, with a bridge 
Spanning over it, and on the other side was a cluster of 
houses. | could see a wide plantation in the distance. There 
seemed to be some crops growing in the fields. At first 
glance it looked like a peaceful village. 

Except for one thing: it was black. 

The entire village seemed to be covered in a black haze. 
The plantation, in particular, looked ghastly. It was as if 
black ink was spilled all over it. A putrid smell hung in the 
air, 

“It’s like a battleground in the summer,” | said. “The 
stench alone could make me sick.” 

Unable to stand the stench, | covered my nose and mouth 
with a cloth. Zero and the priest did the same. It was just 
that foul. 

As we approached the village, enduring the smell, our 
legs became heavier. Insects crunched underfoot with our 
every step. There were so many bugs crawling around on 
the ground that we couldn’t take a step without crushing 
them. 

The sound of insects buzzing filled the air. The black haze 
blanketing the village was none other than flies swarming 
the dead bodies. 

Yes, there were bodies. Considering that Dea Ignis 
conducted an investigation and torture to find the witches’ 
lair, one or two dead bodies would not be surprising. 

But unfortunately, several dozens of corpses littered the 
fields, not just ten or twenty. The most peculiar thing about 


them was their condition. 

Zero closed her eyes softly and let out an indifferent sigh. 
“It looks like a child played a little too much. No wonder 
there were so many souls.” 

“I can see why the Knights Templar blocked the road,” | 
said. 

The knight described the scene as a hellscape. A charred 
pumpkin patch was lined with some round objects—heads. 
Heads of humans buried up to the neck. The flesh on their 
faces had decomposed from the heat, attracting worms and 
insects. An ignorant traveler would no doubt scream and run 
away if they saw this horrific sight. 

“Nowadays many people are calling for the execution of 
Dea Ignis,” | said. “If a bard saw this, the Church’s infamy 
would reach the ends of the world.” 

“Planting people instead of pumpkins? This is beyond 
barbaric,” Zero said. “I think the adjudicator who did this 
has the capability to become a witch. | thought the Church 
was supposed to hunt down witches who would commit 
such atrocity.” 

The eyepatch covering the priest’s eyes prevented him 
from seeing the gruesome scene, but he could still imagine 
the extent of the devastation from the smell and our words. 

The priest was silent, his face still. Suddenly, he turned 
his head toward the village. He must have noticed the figure 
tottering from the riverbank, carrying a wooden bucket filled 
with water. 

It was a thin, young woman. When she got close enough, 
she finally noticed our presence and flashed a smile. 

“Oh, my. Guests? I’m sorry | didn’t notice you,” she said. 
“| was too focused on carrying this bucket of water.” 

It was a normal greeting, yet also far too strange. How 
could someone smile in this situation? 

“Can you wait for a moment? It’s scorching hot again 
today. | need to water them.” 


The woman poured half of the water from the bucket onto 
the heads buried in the field. She then scooped the 
remaining water with a ladle and poured it into their 
mouths. 

“Wh-What are you doing?” | asked. 

“Watering them. They'll die otherwise.” The woman 
laughed. 

Her vacant eyes were bloodshot, her eyelids swollen, her 
cheeks tear-stained. Her whole body was covered in mud 
and the smell of putrefaction, and her hands were red from 
crushed blood blisters. She must have been carrying the 
bucket back and forth between the river and the field 
several times a day. 

“An adjudicator told me to water the plants,” she 
continued. “They said it’s good for them. That’s why I’m 
doing this. | really want to give water to everyone, but | 
can’t do it all by myself, so | just give it to my husband.” 
She stroke the hair of one corpse. It was in better condition 
than all the other bodies, almost as if it was alive until a 
moment ago. 

Then | realized. It wasn’t corpses that were buried. These 
people were buried a/ive then subsequently died. 

Unable to accept her husband’s death, the woman lost 
her mind and kept on bringing water to his dead body. 

“A hellscape indeed.” Recalling the knight’s words, | 
glanced at the silent priest. “Hey. Is this part of the Church’s 
plan? Or just a personal hobby of this Gravedigger?” 

“As long as they’re working to kill witches, | have no right 
to criticize Corruption. Letting one witch go could lead to a 
thousand deaths. We adjudicators are willing to sacrifice a 
hundred to prevent that.” 

“Really, now?” | looked around the field. “Looks to me like 
you're using the whole “hunt witches” thing as an excuse to 
kill people.” 

“It’s not your place to judge,” he replied indifferently. “A 
lowly, bloodthirsty mercenary like you has no right to 


criticize our methods.” There was bitterness in his voice, 
however. He didn’t seem to approve of this madness. 

“Father?” Light suddenly returned to the woman’s eyes. 
The moment her gaze rested on the priest, she tossed the 
bucket aside and clung to him. “Please forgive us! We didn’t 
know they were witches! They said they would help with the 
harvest, so we let them. We weren’t thinking. We’re not 
hiding anything, | swear! We’ve all repented! So please... 
Please help us.” Her voice faded into a murmur. “Help us,” 
she repeated as she crumbled to the ground, sobbing. It 
looked like she would rub her forehead on the muddy 
ground at any moment. 

“I can’t look at this anymore.” | quietly averted my gaze. 

“| agree,” Zero said. “You can stop the awful acting now, 
Sanare.” 

“Wait, what?!” 

The woman suddenly stopped crying. Not only that, but 
she stopped moving completely. The woman’s body 
drooped, and the priest quickly caught it. 

“She’s cold,” the priest murmured, astonishment in his 
voice. 

The woman’s body no longer had a trace of life in it. Her 
muscles turned flaccid. It was clearly a corpse. It almost felt 
like her talking and moving a while ago was just as an 
illusion. 

“Awful acting? Come on. That’s a little bit harsh, isn’t it?” 

A chuckle, like the rustling of leaves, came from 
somewhere. It wasn’t from the dead woman. All the corpses 
buried in the field were giggling. 

One of them looked at Zero with cloudy eyes. “As a 
necromancer, | am simply conveying the wish of the dead to 
the living. The words she said and the actions she took all 
belonged to her. If you showed up before she died, she 
would have said the exact same thing and acted the same 
way.” 


Another corpse twisted its lips into a smirk. “Poor little 
thing.” It was the body of the young man that the woman 
was giving water earlier. “This man dug his own grave. Can 
you imagine that? He did it to protect his beloved wife. Do 
you want to know more about what happened? Of course, 
you do. It’s a story that’s going to spread far and wide. A 
story that Cestum will circulate around the world to show 
the cruelty of the Church. Among Dea Ignis’ infamous 
deeds, this has got to be the worst by far.” 

“You little...!” The priest was about to rise to his feet 
when Zero silently stopped him. She probably meant it as 
“Don’t respond to her.” We already knew that Sanare took 
pleasure in making people angry. 

“Dig a grave, the adjudicator said.” Another corpse spoke 
with a hoarse voice. 

“They said they must give up the lives of half of the 
villagers as punishment for working with a witch,” another 
body said. 

One after another, the corpses talked, telling us what the 
Church did. 

“The remaining half must dig graves for the dying. Those 
who remain must listen to the suffering of the dying and 
repent for their sins.” 

“The weak villagers were buried—the sick, the elderly.” 

“The man’s wife was weak and unable to bear children. 
She was selected to be buried alive, but the husband 
opposed and chose to be buried alive himself.” 

Voice returned to the corpse of the thin woman. It was 
her turn to speak. Raising herself up helplessly in the 
priest’s arms, Sanare stroked the priest’s cheek with her 
dirt-stained fingers. 

She looked like a child playing with her toys. For Sanare, 
corpses were probably nothing more than tools. 

| knew that too well, yet | couldn’t help but feel frustrated 
when she played with corpses before my eyes. 


Under the heavy atmosphere of disgust, hatred, and 
discomfort, Sanare sang a tragedy, her voice cheerful, yet 
dramatically full of sorrow. 

“The adjudicator laughed when they saw the two of them, 
the woman crying and clinging to the man, and the man 
smiling and saying it’s okay. They gave the woman the right 
to give them water, but only the woman. She was sick, yet 
she desperately fetched water for her husband. At first, she 
brought water to the other villagers as well. But soon her 
body gave out.” 

| looked around the field. There were nearly a hundred 
villagers buried in the ground. One frail woman could not 
possibly provide water for all of them. 

“On the first night, people pleaded. They begged to be 
dug up. On the second night, they were shouting profanities. 
They cursed the woman for only caring about her own 
husband. On the third night, there were only moans. Half of 
them were already dead. On the fourth night, the woman 
finally collapsed. There was no one left to bring the man 
water. The next night, the man also passed away. Dawn 
came, and then you arrived later on.” 

The Knights Templar must have seen the villagers buried 
in the dirt, crying for help. But they couldn’t interfere with 
an adjudicator’s work. 

“Don’t get the wrong idea now,” Sanare said. “The 
adjudicator did all this themselves. It’s what adjudicators all 
over the world do to hunt down witches. Tell me something, 
Father. Who is evil, the witches who saved a starving village 
or the adjudicator who tormented and killed the villagers to 
kill the witches?” 

The priest gritted his teeth. | thought he was going to say 
something like, “A witch’s existence alone is evil,” but 
Sanare’s words surprisingly had an effect on him. 

“Do you finally understand? The Church, the protector of 
the world’s order, is corrupted. Somebody has to correct it. 
But who can stand against the Church except witches?” 


“Is that all you have to say?” Zero said, her tone 
indifferent. “I am getting a little bored.” Her words silenced 
Sanare. “To protect a thousand, the Church sacrifices a 
hundred to hunt down witches. This has been the 
philosophy of the Church for five hundred years. Extremely 
logical. Calling it ruthless now makes you sound like an 
ignorant child. Older witches would never say what you just 
said.” 

“Are you supporting the Church?” 

“A foolish question. | only support myself. | will not show 
mercy to those who make an enemy of me, be it the Church 
or a witch. | hope you are prepared for what is to come, 
wannabe Mage. Your ambitions and wishes will never be 
realized. Allow me to give you a prophecy. As someone who 
had discarded their human body, your death will be filled 
with torment that no human being can experience.” 

Her beauty struck fear, and her expresionless face made 
my blood curdle. Zero’s voice was level, but the menacing 
aura emitting from her whole being was unnerving. 

Sanare laughed it off. At the same time, all the corpses 
buried in the field chuckled and guffawed in unison. 

The sun was sinking in the horizon, and the glow of dusk 
bathed the world in crimson. The black field was burning 
red. The corpses laughing inside it looked like souls burning 
in the pits of hell. 

“We are not plotting anything. Times are changing, Zero. 
Coals of war are already smoldering around the world. The 
witches’ uprising in Wenias, the creation of a Magical State, 
the peace in that kingdom and Magic’s utility. No matter 
how hard the Church tries to suppress it, word is getting out. 
I’m merely fanning the coals. Soon it will become a 
firestorm. | actually heard someone in a tavern say, ‘Are 
witches really evil?'” 

The Church hunted witches, dramatically reducing their 
numbers. Now people feared witches less. Still the Church 


continued their crusade, killing innocent folks to hunt down 
witches. 

No wonder more and more people were questioning the 
teachings of the Church. 

“On the other hand, the horrors of the Church are very 
familiar and real. Take the adjudicators from Dea Ignis, for 
instance. Everyone is afraid of them. Oh, by the way, 
Father.” 

The corpse that the priest was holding began to move 
awkwardly again. The smile on its face made the priest 
Shrink back a little. Still he never dropped the body. Deep 
inside, he was an earnest churchman. 

“Thanks to you killing that helpless and gentle sorcerer 
Argentum back on Black Dragon Island, the princess 
became my doll. There seems to be a misunderstanding, so 
| thought | should clear things up. The princess willingly lent 
me her body. To avenge Argentum and destroy the Church.” 

Cursing in my mind, | pinched the bridge of my nose. 
That explained why Sanare was able to leave the princess’s 
body and take over a corpse. 

Talk about ironic. Dea Ignis’ actions and the Church’s 
witch hunts became an asset that boosted Cestum’s power. 
Once established, it could no longer be destroyed by 
ordinary means. 

“What would happen if all the wannabe Mages in the 
world helped people? What if they used useful Magic? What 
if the Church hunted these witches, and innocent people 
suffered because of it? Which side would the masses take? 
What would happen if those people could also use Magic? If 
a war broke out, who would win then? What do you think, 
Zero? The world would change, wouldn't it?” 


All corpses stopped moving and talking. Before we knew 
it, the sun had gone completely down, and it was growing 
dark. 

A sigh from Zero signaled that it was over. 


“After all that talk, she just up and disappeared,” | said. 
“What an abominable woman.” 

The priest stood up with the dead woman’s body in his 
arms and silently walked towards the village. Heaving a 
deep sigh, | followed him together with Zero. 

After crossing the bridge, we came to a modest square 
lined with shabby wooden houses. The village, having lost 
half of its inhabitants, was quiet. Fear and suspicion filled 
the eyes watching us from the windows. 

The priest took a deep breath. “Hear me! People of the 
village defiled by witches! | am an adjudicator from Dea 
Ignis, dispatched by the Bishop of the Lutra Cathedral! 
Through the noble sacrifices of many, your village has been 
forgiven. This village no longer bears any sin!” 

The villagers stirred. 

“The martyrs who lost their lives in the witch hunt shall 
be sent to the Kingdom of God according to the rite 
prescribed by the Goddess!” 

“Whoa, there. Are you sure about that?” | asked. 

“It’s completely fine. There are no rules in Dea Ignis that 
state we aren’t allowed to control each other’s conduct. 
Corruption told them to atone, and | forgave them. That’s all 
there is to it.” 

A moment of silence followed. Then one by one, villagers 
came out of their homes and began gathering nervously 
before the priest. 

“Really? Can we really dig them up now?” a villager 
asked. “Can we bury them in a proper graveyard?” 

Every one of them looked exhausted. They were 
trembling, their faces pale. 

About a hundred villagers were buried and killed. In small 
villages like this, most residents are relatives and 
acquiantances. The survivors were no doubt mentally 
distressed after listening endlessly to the resentful cries of 
the buried ones. 


“The adjudicator said not to dig them up. We weren’t 
allowed to leave the village. If we disobeyed, all the 
remaining villagers would die.” 

“Father,” another said. “We won’t get condemned for 
digging them up?” 

“No,” the priest declared firmly. “I swear to God.” 

A tinge of relief appeared on the frightened faces of the 
villagers. 

“If anyone disagrees with my ruling and claim that this 
village is still corrupted, send a messenger to His Excellency 
the Bishop. The Knights Templar will come running to 
protect you.” 

The priest relaxed his shoulders. He turned to the woman 
in his arms with a gentle, yet sorrowful smile. 

“| want to bury this woman first. Would you mind showing 
me to the graveyard? I’m blind, as you can see.” 

Working together with the villagers to dig up all the 
bodies and moving them to the graveyard seemed like it 
would take all night. 

At first the villagers were hesitant to get involved in the 
burial. It was only after the priest and | actually started 
digging up the bodies and burying them that they started to 
help out one by one. 

Why am I even doing this? | wondered. | was the toughest 
one around, though. I’d feel uncomfortable if | didn’t help. 

The priest wrote a letter and asked the villagers to send it 
to the Knights Templar blocking the road. More workers 
should arrive in the morning to relieve us of our task. 

As they worked together, the villagers began to trust the 
blind priest a little and started talking. 

“Villagers started falling ill. Then these guys showed up 
and said they could help us. There were five or six of them. 
They called themselves the Coven of Zero. | thought it was a 
bad joke, so | said, ‘I’ll even ask demons for help.” 

“They were nice. We had meals together. A silver-haired 
witch? Oh, must be that bigshot from the Coven. The 


witches were saying she was beautiful. No one’s ever seen 
her before, but | wish I’d met her at least once.” 

“There’s an old temple up the river. Apparently it was 
built to worship a water god in the past. The Knights 
Templar said it was the witch’s headquarters, and they 
wanted us to show the way. But no one knows how to get to 
the temple. There’s a cave, but when you go in, you 
suddenly find yourself going out. They then accused us of 
covering for the witches.” 

Those were the notable information | gathered. Six or 
seven members of the Coven of Zero. Their leader named 
Zero. The only new intel we got was the existence of an old 
temple used by the witches as a stronghold. 

The rest were mostly grievances against the Church, the 
characters and backgrounds of the people killed by the 
adjudicator—but the priest listened intently without any hint 
of displeasure. 

Standing idly on the edge of the cemetery, Zero listened 
to the villagers, not offering any help with the work. 

“Sounds like the Church’s the bad guy in this case,” | said 
as | took a break. “Just as Cestum planned.” 

“Not necessarily,” Zero replied. “It was the Church that 
caused the suffering, but it was also a churchman that 
saved them. The Church is a two-faced organization. It rules 
with fear, and offers salvation through mercy.” 

Zero’s gaze was directed at the back of the priest, who 
was burying the dead with the villagers. 

“ldo not trust the Church, but | do not think the Church is 
evil either.” 

“Whoa. Even though you’re a witch?” 

“Precisely because | ama witch. A long time ago, the 
Church protected the people from those who misused 
Sorcery and brought chaos. Witches who preferred peace 
cooperated with the Church and even assisted in the witch 
hunts. This is in line with the Church’s current policy of 
using good witches.” 


“From cooperating with them to using them, huh? Sounds 
like the relationship’s gotten quite twisted.” 

“Five hundred years is a long time. There are probably 
many other things that are twisted now. Nevertheless, it was 
the Church that brought order to the world. The Church 
taught the unfortunate, built city walls to keep out wolves 
and thieves, distributed medicine to the sick, and fed the 
hungry. Witches are selfish and meritocratic. Had they won 
the war, this world would have been filled with more chaos 
than it is now.” 

To be honest, | was surprised that Zero had such a 
positive opinion of the Church. 

My thoughts probably showed on my face, as Zero 
shrugged a little and added, “I am not saying there are no 
problems. The Church has grown too big. It has not been 
able to keep up with the changing times and is still fixated 
on the rightenousness and order it championed five hundred 
years ago. If the Church remained the same while the world 
changed, a rift would form, leading to the organization’s 
corruption. Cestum took advantage of that.” 

Helpful witches appeared right when the people had 
grown tired of the Church’s five-century rule. 

When the righteous witch defeated the evil witch in 
Wenias, a new opinion on witches began spreading among 
the masses. 

Albus’s letter mentioned that people who wanted to learn 
Magic and powerful people who wanted to benefit from it 
were gathering in Wenias. There was a lot of opposition from 
people who didn’t like it as well. 

Right now, the Church was much more powerful. But if 
the Church’s bad reputation spread through Cestum’s 
schemes, and the good deeds of the witches became 
known, the power structure would be flipped one day. 

“It’s not like the Church has ruled the world for five 
hundred years for nothing,” | said. “| doubt Cestum will 
succeed in their plans.” 


“Of course. There will be a massive witch hunt before 
witches can gain too much power. And that will lead directly 
to war.” 

“Even without you clashing with the Church?” 

Back when we were staying in Credo and Liza’s rundown 
house, Zero said that if she fought the Church, a war would 
break out. 

“There is more than one path that leads to war. My 
fighting the Church would simply expedite it. If Cestum is 
left unchecked—no, even without their intervention, if Magic 
is left to spread, war will eventually break out. The 
Stargazer sorcerer Argentum himself observed it in Black 
Dragon Island.” 

“Didn’t you come out of the cellar to prevent that? 
Anyway, | guess we should be worrying about our current 
enemies, not a future war. So about the Coven of Zero 
hiding in the temple.” 

The only reason we came to this village in the first place 
was to follow signs of Magic that would lead us to the 
witches’ lair. | had no idea what Zero was planning to do 
with them, but what really mattered was we obtained the 
copy of the grimoire before the adjudicator. 

“| sensed the presence of five witches,” Zero said. “It 
matches the testimony of the villagers. But they all 
vanished a moment ago.” 

“Were they killed? Including your impostor?” 

“Hmm, my impostor...” She seemed to be pondering 
something. 

Noticing my stare, Zero gave a wave of her arm, as if to 
say it was nothing. “I just thought it was strange. All the 
rumors about the witches came from this village, but not 
one villager had actually seen the witch known as Zero. 
Everything is hearsay, nothing but rumors. Does that remind 
you of something?” 

“Thirteenth.” 


“Yes. In order to manipulate the witches in Wenias, 
Thirteenth created a being known only as Him. The current 
situation is quite similar.” 

“So you're saying the fake Zero doesn’t actually exist?” 
“We lack information to make a conclusion. There is a 
possibility that they were in the temple. In any case, | seem 
to have underestimated Dea Ignis. Inexperienced as they 
might have been, | did not expect witches who could use 

Magic to be killed so easily.” 

“If the adjudicator got the book, they’re probably already 
headed back to the cathedral. You’re not gonna storm the 
cathedral to take it back, are you? Cause that would be 
reckless.” 

“Indeed, it would be. We need to devise some kind of a 
plan.” 

“| doubt you and | alone can do anything against the 
Church.” 

The Knight Templars guarded the cathedral at all times. If 
we tried to take the copy, the priest who was tentatively 
allied with us would become our enemy. Unless we were 
prepared to wage war on the world, marching in there would 
be a bad move. 

Zero stroked her well-shaped chin. “Corruption was only 
able to locate the Coven of Zero and take the copy because 
of the information that Sanare provided. It is unlikely that 
her goal was to give the book to the Church. Cestum would 
gain nothing if the adjudicator completed their mission.” 

“The decline of the Church’s authority. | see your point, 
though. There would have been no point in causing an 
incident if the Church completed its mission without 
problems.” 

“There has to be something. What is their objective?” 

Just then, | heard the whinnying of horses and the sound 
of a carriage, signaling the arrival of the Knights Templar. 

A dozen or so knights gathered at the graveyard, guided 
by the villagers who delivered the letter. The knight who 


stopped us on the road walked straight up to the priest. 

“| never expected a different adjudicator to pardon the 
village that an adjudicator punished,” he said. 

“It might have been to kill witches, but His Excellency 
was also distressed by Corruption’s perverse actions,” the 
priest replied. 

The knight looked clearly relieved. His distrust of the 
Church had lessened somewhat. 

“I must say, it took you a while to get here,” the priest 
said. “| expected you to arrive before dawn.” 

“We had a bit of a mess. The adjudicator Corruption 
located the witches’ lair, but did not find the head of the 
coven there. They got no intel even after torturing the 
captured witches, so they went on another witch hunt.” 

“What?!” The priest was taken aback. 

Frowning, | looked at Zero. “I thought you said all the 
witches were dead.” 

“Their presence vanished, yes. | do not sense anyone 
leaving the temple, so it is hard to imagine that one of them 
escaped—” Zero stopped mid-sentence, as if she just 
realized something. “A being only heard in rumors. In other 
words, an enemy that cannot be caught. | see. | understand 
now. That woman is as insidious as they come.” 

Zero gave a bitter smile. “Knight, | wish to confirm 
something. No one had seen this Zero, correct?” 

“Well, reports say no.” 

No one had seen Zero, not even in the temple, which led 
to Zero’s assumption that she never existed in the first 
place. That assumption now changed to conviction. 

“| have some good news for you, knight,” Zero said, 
lifting her hood. 

Before | could stop her, she exposed her waist-length 
silver hair and bewitching beauty. The knight’s face grew 
paler and stiffer by the second. 

“l am that Zero. Secrecy found me and has me in his 
custody. Inform the Church of this and stop the witch hunt 


immediately.” 


Interlude: A Gift 


The adjudicator known as Corruption walked around with 
a bunch of wannabe bandits and mercenaries, people whose 
only redeeming feature was their propensity for violence. 
She scornfully called them dogs. 

The dogs were always given various jobs to do. From 
guarding the carriage that Corruption rode, to transporting 
goods, doing odd jobs, and gathering information. It was 
custom for Dea Ignis to not possess any personal assets, but 
for some reason, Corruption had plenty of funds, which she 
used to tame her dogs. 

After finding the lair and eradicating the witches, 
Corruption angrily ordered the dogs. 

“Get me information. Anything that has to do with the 
silver-haired witch.” 

A special prize would be given to whoever brought back 
valuable information. Enthused, the dogs set out to gather 
intel using the authority of the Church. 

One of them caught wind of a rumor. Someone reported a 
house that provided accommodation to a silver-haired 
woman, but when he led a priest there, the priest claimed 
that she was his companion. 

There was no better intel than that. Delighted, the dog 
headed for the ramshackle house located on the outskirts of 
the city. Gathering his friends, he broke into the house, 
where he found a creepy monster. 

Who wouldn't be horrified at the sight of a giant white 
rat? 

He threw a chair at the frightened rat as it tried to 
scamper away. The rat squeaked and fell to the floor. As he 


was about to finish it off, a man jumped out and covered the 
rat. 

“Don’t touch my daughter!” the man shouted. 

A woman came out of the back of the room, screaming. 
“Credo! Lily! Who are you people?! Shouldn’t you be 
breaking into rich people’s houses?! You got the wrong 
place!” 

“We're not burglars. We’re here on a sacred mission from 
the Church. Two days ago, you let a witch stay here. | 
thought you were pretty crazy to do that, but | get it now. 
Your kid’s a Beastfallen. Makes sense that you’re fucked 
up.” 

“And it’s a fucking rat!” one of the dogs spat out. 
“Disgusting. | fucking hate rats!” He kicked the man on the 
side. 

“Dad!” the rat shrieked. 

When the dogs realized that the man would not budge, 
they all ganged up on him, beating him up, spitting and 
cursing at him. A blow from a club split the man’s forehead. 
Blood dripped on the rat’s white fur. 

“Stop! Dad... Dad’s going to die!” 

“What are you doing to my husband?! What is wrong with 
you?! You just barge in here and call this a sacred mission? 
The silver-haired woman was the priest’s companion! The 
priest assured us that she wasn’t a witch!” 

“It’s not our job to make that judgement. You can explain 
yourself to the adjudicator.” 

The woman turned pale as a sheet. It was well-known 
that if you were taken to the Gravedigger, you’d be tortured 
to death, regardless of whether you knew anything or not. 

“Quit playing around already! Tie these guys up and load 
them into the wagon. Leave the rat behind. If the 
adjudicator lays eyes on that thing, we’re goners.” 

One of the dogs grabbed the limp man by the hair and 
dragged him away. 


“No! Dad!” The rat clung to the dog’s arm, desperate to 
stop them from taking her parents away. 

“Don’t you fucking touch me!” A fist landed on the side of 
the rat’s face. 

Her small body was sent flying and rolled on the floor. 
“Ugh...” 

“Go hide, Lily! We’ll be fine!” 

“No! No! Don’t take them! Mom! Dad!” 

She crawled on the floor, trying to cling to her parents, 
but the blow on her head made it difficult to stand up. 

The dogs dragged the couple out of the house, leaving 
the little rat in the shabby house. 

Left alone, the rat—Lily—cried alone for hours. Her 
Beastfallen eyes were incapable of shedding tears, but her 
body shook, her claws digging on the floor. 

“Why... why... Why?!” 

Why is it always me? Why am! always the one who 
survives? 

If her parents ignored her when the dogs broke in, they 
could have escaped. Why did Credo jump in to protect her? 
They weren’t even blood-related. Why would he help a rat 
Beastfallen? 

Weren’t they planning to abandon her soon? Didn’t they 
intend to throw her out since they had raised her enough? 
After a long day of crying that no one could hear, Lily 

finally stood up. She wandered to her parents’ room and 
found something—a small box tied with a ribbon. There was 
a letter attached to it. 

Lily’s birthday was tomorrow. She couldn’t remember her 
real birthday, but the whole family decided it to be the day 
she met Liza. 

After reading the letter and opening the box, Lily was 
stunned. 

“A necklace...” 

It was a gem that her parents planned to give her to 
celebrate her safe upbringing. 


Lily was illiterate. She could not read the words on the 
letter that said, “To our beloved daughter. Sorry it’s a little 
late.” 

But she could imagine how hard her parents must have 
worked to get this for her. They were struggling. Even their 
jobs were dwindling. Since her parents had been secretly 
talking to each other away from Lily, she was prepared to be 
abandoned. 

Lily gently placed the necklace around her neck. She 
always envied her parents’ necklaces that signified their 
bond. They cared for each other, and she thought she was 
an obstacle to that. 

She decided that she would never doubt them again. 
Once they returned, she would tell them the secret she had 
been keeping. 

Clenching her teeth, Lily lifted her head and bolted out of 
the ramshackle house. 





Chapter 4: Mercenary’s 
Contract 


How did it end up like this? | wondered. 

There must have been a different way. Something better 
than revealing to the Knights Templar that she was Zero, 
which could only be described as a suicidal act. 

“Why would she let herself be taken to the Church? 
There’s no guarantee we'll get the book back that way. 
What’s she gonna do if they decide to burn her at the stake? 
That’s probably what’s gonna happen. Does she expect me 
to save her then? Right under the Knight Templars’ noses? 
That’s impossible. They’Il kill me.” 

“Mercenary, are you done with your endless, pessimistic 
monologue? It is irritating me.” 

“How about you look at the situation first before you 
speak, you rotten witch! Do you realized what you’ve done?! 
Those guys from the Church are beasts that thirst for the 
blood of witches!” 

“A beast calling the Church beasts? My, how they have 
fallen.” Zero gave a carefree laugh. 

Breathing a sigh, | clutched my head. 

When Zero revealed that she was the leader of the Coven 
of Zero, the Knights Templar turned pale, and before | knew 
what was happening, her hands had been chained. 

And of course, the chains that the Church used against 
witches were no ordinary chains. The cuffs that bound her 
arms were inlaid with four blue gems, and every inch of the 
chains were filled with letters. 

“The blue gems are lapis lazuli, which weakens a witch’s 
power,” the priest said. “On the chain are words of 


contempt against demons and praise for the goddess. The 
chains are also burned with incense that demons despise. 
While bound by these chains and cuffs, the connection 
between a witch and demons is severed.” 

“Gems, words, and incense. Are those really enough?” | 
asked. 

“Sorcery and Magic use symbols, letters, words, incense, 
and sacrifices that correspond to demons, Mercenary,” Zero 
said, looking uncomfortable with the chains. Her affirmation 
actually surprised me. “If something hinders any of them, 
you will not be able to use either. Even if you could, you are 
highly likely to cause a life-threatening disaster. The Church 
has fought witches with everything they have since ancient 
times. Their technology is nothing to scoff about.” 

“If the Church didn’t have a way to prevent the use of 
witchcraft, it wouln’t have won the war five hundred years 
ago,” the priest said, appalled. “And we wouldn’t be able to 
take our time in burning a witch.” 

“| guess that makes sense,” | said. 

Public execution also served as a platform for the Church 
to show that it had the power to completely incapacitate 
witches. The Church wouldn’t take countless witches alive 
and burn them in front of the public if they didn’t have the 
ability to make them powerless. 

In other words, we were in deep shit. 

Somewhere in the back of my mind, | thought Zero would 
eventually be able to do something with her Magic, but if 
she couldn’t cast any spells, then she was doomed. 

Zero was glad that she was being taken to Lutra 
Cathedral like she planned, but my gut was aching. | was 
sweating profusely, and it had nothing to do with the heat. 

“When push comes to shove, I'll just have to abandon 
you, huh?” My worries formed into words that spilled out of 
my mouth. 

Zero cackled. “You will never abandon me,” she said. It 
sounded like a curse. She still thought | was some kind of a 


saint. 

Our trip back to Lutra was on foot. 

The Knights Templar had one horse to pull their carriage, 
but it was sent to Lutra to report the witch’s capture. 

Half of the knights were left to help the villagers, and the 
other half were to escort Zero along with me and the priest. 
The end of the iron chain stretching from the shackles 

that bound Zero’s arms was fixed on my arm. No one 
complained. The priest’s offhand comment when we passed 
by yesterday made the knights think | was actually the 
priest’s servant. 

The priest and | walked on either side of Zero, while two 
knights were in front and two in the back. We were far 
enough to hear each other if we shouted. 

So | quietly asked the rotten witch and the homicidal 
priest to explain the situation. Zero and the priest seemed 
to have reached some sort of understanding, while | was 
clearly the only one out of the loop. 

“Can you tell me your plan already?” | said. “You’re not 
gonna execute this woman instead of the fake Zero, are 
you? Cause that’s just fucking stupid.” 

“If you’re aware you're an idiot, keep your mouth shut,” 
the priest said. “If you’re not, then you should just die.” 

“Are you gonna explain the plan or not? If you don’t, I'll 
just take the witch and run away.” 

“Stop, Mercenary. | am the one who started this.” Zero 
tugged my ear as if to admonish me. | glared at her, and 
she gave me a gentle smile. Then her expression turned 
serious immediately after. “I told you about the possibility 
that the ‘Zero’ the Church is after is an illusion created by 
Sanare—a witch that does not exist.” 

“You did. And | know that that’s likely the case. If Zero is 
just a rumor that Sanare spread, then it’s case closed. Let’s 
kill these guys right now and work out a plan to get that 
book.” 

The priest hit me on the back of the head with his staff. 


“Ouch! Are you trying to kill me?!” 

“You didn’t seem to be aware of your stupidity.” 

“Why, you... What, so you understand everything? Huh?” 

The priest shrugged, as if to say ‘obviously’. “I'll dumb it 
down for you,” he said. “If Zero is just a rumor, the Church 
can’t kill her.” 

| blinked a few times. We//, duh. But there was also no 
need to execute someone who didn’t even exist in the first 
place. 

“Even if Zero does not exist,” Zero added, “now that the 
rumor has spread so widely, the Church has to take some 
sort of action. If the Church announced now that the 
existence of the witch Zero was nothing but a hoax, the 
people would think that the Church was only saying that 
because they let her escape. What do you think would 
happen then?” 

“Uhm... they’ll continue the witch hunt?” 

“Correct. They will continue the hunt for a witch that does 
not exist. Until they catch one that fits the description. That 
is Sanare’s plan. Whether | clashed with the Church or not, 
the Church would eventually have no choice but to intensify 
the witch hunt. Am | right, priest?” 

“Yes. The Church will use all its resources to find Zero. 
And its sights will ultimately be set on you.” 

| was starting to follow. “So is this some sort of a massive 
harrassment towards you?” 

Zero breathed an annoyed sigh. “It is harassment with a 
practical purpose. The Church executes the Coven of Zero 
witches who saved the villagers, they fail to capture their 
leader, Zero, and then they torment innocent people again 
to find her. That is the kind of situation Cestum is trying to 
create. ” 

“And then those who are sick of the Church will support 
the witches? Can’t believe they can come up with such a 
tedious plan.” 


However, Sanare did create a saint from scratch back in 
Akdios. The plan seemed something like she would come up 
with. 

“But isn’t coming forward as the Zero they’re looking for 
kinda too much? Sure the witch hunt will end, but your life 
will end too. What would be the point then?” 

“IT will not let myself be executed that easily. | am going to 
negotiate. Sanare probably did not expect me to come 
forward to the Church. If we can harass them back, taking a 
little risk is worth it.” Zero cackled like an actual evil witch. 

| don’t think you can call the possibility of an execution a 
little risk. | still had no idea how witches think. 

“| sent a letter explaining the situation with the rider,” 
the priest said. “However, you are still a witch. You might 
not have anything to do with this particular case, but there 
is still a good chance that you will be burned as a scapegoat 
to avoid chaos. Just so you know, | won’t help you if you are 
to be executed.” 

“Fret not,” Zero replied. “I am not counting on your help 
to begin with.” 

“Well, I’m counting on you, priest. From the bottom of my 
heart.” 

If Zero were to be executed, | would be the one desperate 
to save her. If | left Zero to die, | would have to go after 
Sanare alone. More importantly, Zero’s own brother, 
Thirteenth, would not be pleased. 

“Regardless of what happens, the news will reach the 
Church tonight,” the priest said. “Then the witch hunt will be 
over. All that’s left is for Corruption to recover the book 
safely.” The priest’s expression darkened. 

“You always look like that when you talk about this 
Corruption fellow,” | said. “Considering the whole burying 
people alive thing, | know they’re fucked up, but do you 
have some kinda relationship?” 

“Not really... Do you remember what | said before about 
how adjudicators are selected?” 


“You mean sparing convicts on death row and making 
them work?” 

He told me about it back when we fell into Sanare’s trap 
in Akdios and were forced to take refuge in Fort Lotus. 

“Yeah, | remember. You weren’t lying?” 

The priest smiled. Well, | didn’t actually think it was a// 
lies. 

“There are many kinds of adjudicators. Corruption was 
charged with mass murder—burying twenty young, beautiful 
women alive and marking their graves with stone statues of 
what they looked like before they died. She was able to 
commit the unspeakable deed because she was the 
daughter of an aristocrat and had the land and wealth to do 
it.” 

“So burying people alive was their pursuit even back 
then.” Zero sounded disgusted. 

“It’s more like an illness than a pursuit,” the priest said. 
“Whenever she sees a beautiful woman, she gets an 
uncontrollable sense of duty to bury her.” 

“What kinda illness is that?” | asked. 

“Obsession,” Zero said. The priest and | lifted our heads 
at the same time. 

| cocked my head to the side, and the priest nodded. 
“Yes, obsession. For her, the grave is a symbol of eternity 
and a haven of tranquility. To bury a beautiful woman alive 
in a grave is to preserve her beauty forever.” 

“| don’t think I’ll ever understand that.” | completely gave 
up. 

Zero gave a small laugh and said, “You really are a good 
person.” | had no idea if she was giving me a compliment or 
making fun of me. 

“But no matter how powerful a noble she was, twenty 
missing women is too many. Rumors began circulating that 
she was a witch who hunted beautiful women, and | was 
sent to judge her.” 

“What?!” 


“| ruled that she was not a witch, but a mere murderer. 
She was sentenced to death, but was ultimately selected to 
be an adjudicator. She was delighted. Many witches are 
beautiful women, and she was glad that she could legally 
hunt them down. She said that even if they weren’t a witch, 
she could get as many beautiful women as she wanted if 
She just claimed it was to help search for witches.” 

“She sounds like fucking bad news! You shoud’ve ruled 
her a witch and killed her on the spot!” 

“Perhaps | should have.” 

The priest’s lack of rebuttal or sarcasm shocked me. 

Man, | can’t roast you if you just readily admit it. 

“But she wasn’t a witch. She showed me the graves and 
asked, ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ And she was right. It was filled 
with love for those who lay underground.” 

“That sounds like some fucked-up kind of love to me.” 

“There is nothing normal about her. Her appearance, 
personality, and the reasons behind her actions are all 
Slightly different from normal people. Corruption wanted 
Zero. She said she received permission from the Bishop. | 
just hope she doesn’t try anything when she learns that | 
caught Zero.” 

“Well, anything is possible, so we can’t deal with 
whatever she plans to do until it actually happens. The 
messenger arrives at the Church tonight, right? It’s gonna 
be a while before the information gets to Corruption. She 
won't be able to do anything once we get to Lutra 
Cathedral. We can think about how to deal with her from 
there.” 

At the very least, it wasn’t something we needed to think 
about while headed for Lutra Cathedral with the Knights 
Templar. 

We were too optimistic. We spent the night outdoors, and 
the next morning, we suffered a small defeat. 


Sensing something wrong, | stopped in my tracks. 


There were no trees to hide behind in the wastelands of 
Lutra. 

Four covered carriages stood still up ahead. One was 
parked in a way that blocked the road, its back facing us. 

“Bandits?” Zero muttered. 

“Are there bandits who would attack the Knights Templar 
in their own territory?” | said. 

The knights walking behind us caught up. When one 
asked what was going on, | could only point forward. 

The knights ahead of us reached the carriage blocking 
the road. “We are the Knights Templar!” one bellowed. 
“Make way! We are escorting a witch to Lutra.” His voice 
echoed through the empty wasteland. 

Not receiving any response, the knights peeked into the 
Carriage. 

“Everybody down!” the priest shouted. 

Immediately | got down on the ground and covered Zero, 
pulling the knights with me. 

A series of ear-shattering explosions rocked the road, and 
the knights peering into the carriage collapsed like rags 
before they even had a chance to scream. Countless things 
flew overhead like some sort of gale. 

“What the hell’s going on?!” 

A thick cloud of dust rose into the air. The smell of 
gunpowder drifted in a little after the explosion. 

As soon as the deafening sound subsided, a sharp 
command echoed. “Everybody out! Surround them!” 

The voice was high for a man, but low for a woman. It 
was followed by what sounded like the roar of bandits 
coming from all directions. Countless footsteps were 
approaching us from beyond the cloud of dust. 

“Fuck. What the hell was that?! Do bandits these days 
use Magic?!” 

“lam not familiar with this spell,” Zero said. 

“It’s not bandits, and neither are they using Magic,” the 
priest growled through clenched teeth. “That was the 


Church's Divine Annihilation Machine. It’s currently owned 
by Corruption!” 

“Yup, that’s me.” 

When the dust settled, we were surrounded by dozens of 
roughnecks, each carrying a weapon. 

Squinting against the bright sun, | saw a beautiful, 
inanimate face that seemed to match the inanimate voice. 
On her back was a huge shovel, the kind used by grave 
diggers. 





The adjudicators of Dea Ignis do not use actual weapons 
as weapons. However, | wasn’t expecting one to use an 
actual shovel. It fit her hobby of burying people alive, 
though. 

“First a scythe, and now a shovel,” | muttered. 

Corruption looked at me. Her face brightened like a 
child’s. “Haha. You look like a dimwit,” she said. “I’d be 
ashamed to show my face if | were you.” She flashed an 
innocent smile. 

My lips twitched. | was used to being ridiculed, but it still 
bothered me. In fact, | was rather pissed off. 

“Do you even know what you’re doing?!” | barked. “We're 
escoring a witch to Lutra Cathedral!” 

| was about to stand up when | heard the sound of 
something sharp cutting through the air. | quickly shifted my 
body. Something grazed my cheek and stuck itself deeply 
into the dry ground. 

| thought it was a knife, but upon closer inspection, it 
turned out to be another shovel. However, it was much 
smaller than the large one she was carrying, the kind you 
used in gardening. It was as sharp as a knife, but it was no 
doubt a shovel. 

“It lacks discipline, Secrecy,” she said. “This is your slave, 
right? How dare a filthy animal talk back to a priest. It’s 
gonna pollute the air. Tell it not to breathe when I’m around, 
please.” 

Wow, this chick hates me to the bone. Do all adjudicators 
have this urge to verbally insult Beastfallen whenever they 
see one? 

There were many things | wanted to say, like “I’ma 
mercenary, not a slave,” and “I'll die if | hold my breath that 
long,” but | knew when to keep my mouth shut. 

A knight stood up. “What is the meaning of this, 
Gravedigger?! Didn’t you see the Knights Templar’s 
emblem? It doesn’t matter if you’re an adjudicator. 
Attacking us is a clear act of treason!” 


“Treason? That’s my line, Knights Templar. Secrecy knew 
that | was looking for the silver-haired witch, but he hid her 
from me. Not only that, but he also spent the night with her. 
It’s no use playing dumb. I’ve got testimony.” 

The priest frowned. “So you haven’t heard from the 
Church yet? That explains why you moved too fast.” 

“Your voice is too low, Secrecy. If you’re going to give an 
excuse, do it louder, while wailing and begging for your life.” 

“A grave accusation. | don’t know who tipped you off, but 
they’re mistaken. The witch you are referring to is this one 
right here, isn’t it?” 

The priest stood up. Brushing the dirt off his clothes, he 
put his hand on Zero’s hood and pulled it off. Her long, silver 
hair cascaded down, glistening under the intense sunlight. 

It felt as if time had stopped for a moment, perhaps 
because Corruption was holding her breath. 

“Ah,” she said. 

| understood how she felt. Anyone who wasn’t prepared 
to lay eyes on her beauty directly would react like this. 

After a while, Corruption finally pointed at Zero. “Who’s 
that woman? Is that... the wanted witch?” 

“It’s a bit complicated, but yes, she /s the wanted witch. 
As you can see, we have her in chains and are in the middle 
of taking her to His Excellency. | sent a message to the 
Church. They should’ve sent a notice this morning that the 
witch hunt was over. So what are you doing here?” 

“Her beauty... is certainly bewitching...” Corruption didn’t 
seem to hear the priest. She was staring at Zero intently. 

The witch stared back at her with blood-curdling 
indifference. 

Letting out a sigh, Corruption gave a tight smile. She took 
a deep breath and suddenly began laughing like a madman. 

“Okay, | see. You didn’t double-cross me. | just jumped to 
the wrong conclusion. | didn’t know the witch hunt had 
ended, cause | haven’t received word from the Church yet. 
Really sorry about that, Secrecy. You’re the most loyal 


person to the Church | know. | was a little bit too rash. 
Please accept my apology.” Suddenly, Corruption grabbed 
her huge shovel with both hands and swung it over her 
shoulder. 

A defenseless knight’s head was right at its trajectory. 

“No! Stop!” 

Metal hissed through air. There was a dull sound as bone 
was crushed and flesh was cut, and the knight rolled on the 
ground. Blood rained down as we watched the scene in 
stunned silence. The other knight was frozen on the spot. 

“| will turn you into an actual traitor with my own hands!” 
Corruption sneered. “Then | will judge you!” 

The priest responded with a stiff smile. “You will kill me 
and submit a false report to the Church?” 

“It would be more convenient for the Church that way. 
Reception from the public would also be favorable if a single 
adjudicator killed the witch and obtained the book. An 
adjudicator’s life doesn’t amount to much. If in the end 
things go the way the Church wants, I'll be acquitted with a 
single reprimand.” 

Corruption shouldered her bloodsoaked shovel. It looked 
like she was carrying a sword; a single movement, and she 
would be ready to attack. The priest gripped his staff, but | 
doubted Corruption would give him time to transform it into 
a scythe. He had his strings, but it would be difficult to use it 
against someone who knew about his tricks. 

The tense atmosphere seemed to cool the scorching air. 
Looking around at the wannabe bandits surrounding us, | 
tried desperately to think of our best move. 

Could we escape from a bunch of people with carriages 
on an unobstructed plain? To put it bluntly, our chances 
were awful. 

The bigger problem was the Divine Annihilation Machine 
they had in their carriage. | couldn’t imagine what kind of 
weapon it was, but it had at least as much range as a bow. 


Then suddenly the surviving knight let out a delayed 
scream. Hands shaking, he drew his sword and swung a 
desperate slash at Corruption. Shifting her body a little, the 
adjudicator evaded the attack, and the knight flopped onto 
the ground from the momentum of his missed swing. 
Corruption dug her shovel into the knight’s leg. The knight 
cried out in pain. Laughter erupted all around. 

“Stay put, you useless knight. I’m not going to kill you. 
You have a role to play.” 

“A role? Curse you, traitor! | will never bow down to you— 
Aaaah!” 

Corruption ruthlessly twisted the shovel in his leg. Blood 
gushed out, and the knight screamed, clawing at the ground 
in agony. 

Corruption looked down on him, wearing a delighted look. 
“The story goes like this,” she began. “Secrecy captured the 
witch Zero, but while escorting her, her beauty captivated 
him, causing him to slaughter the Knights Templar and 
attempt to escape. Then, with information received from the 
public, | arrived at the scene and captured the traitorous 
adjudicator, along with the witch.” 

Frowning deeply, the priest tapped the staff in his hand 
with his finger. Rather than irritated, he seemed to be 
thinking about something. But Corruption ignored him, and 
continued explaining the plot she came up with. 

“His Excellency will be pleased and bestow upon me a 
special reward. For example, the lair of the fallen witches. It 
was a beautiful place. I'll take it as my own property. The 
first to sleep there will be the beautiful witch who was 
revered as the land’s chief in the past. And then you.” 

“| see. | get it now.” The priest raised his staff overhead 
and pressed it against my neck. “How about this?” he said. 
“I! captured the witch Zero, but my servant Beastfallen was 
captivated by the witch and slaughtered the Knights 
Templar guarding her. | was about to be killed too, when you 
saved me.” 


“What?” | looked at the priest. For a few seconds, | was 
stunned. “Whaaaat?!” 

Did he just fucking double-cross me?! Wait a sec. | guess 
we weren't really friends in the first place. 

Corruption blinked a few times, taken aback. A second 
later, she burst into laughter. “I get it. You’re going to hand 
over the witch, and in exchange, you want me to Spare you. 
| thought you were a little more stubborn than that.” 

“No adjudicator would want to commit suicide with a 
witch and a Beastfallen. And I’m not interested in credit in 
the first place. As long as the witch is captured and the book 
is in the Church’s hands, that’s enough for me. | think it 
would make things easier for you as well if you had the 
testimony of a fellow adjudicator.” 

“What a brilliant betrayal,” Zero said. “I am impressed.” 

“In case you didn’t notice, he betrayed us!” | bellowed. 

There was only one option now: take their carriage and 
escape. 

| rose to my feet, Zero in my arms, and with a single 
swing of my arm, | Knocked down a few of the mobs. | 
jumped out of the circle and leapt towards the carriage. 

“Running away?” Corruption uttered casually. “What a 
foolish beast.” 

Corruption lunged at me. Sensing a life-threatening 
danger, | pulled out my sword and shielded my neck. With a 
heavy metallic clang, a jolt ran down my arm. She put all 
her weight on her downward swing. Despite being slimmer 
than the priest, her attack packed quite a punch. 

Having received the attack at an akward position, | 
couldn’t immediately decide how to counter. 

“That chain is in the way.” Corruption spun her shovel 
and thrust it into my arm. 

But the wound was too shallow. The tip only lightly 
pierced my muscles; it didn’t reach my bones. 

As expected, she’s weak. Only with a large swing 
combined with her weight could she produce a lethal blow. 


| can get away from her. 

An ear-splitting boom rocked the earth. My mind knew 
that something exploded close by. The shockwave was so 
immense that it blew my body backwards. After rolling on 
the ground, | quickly stood back up. 

“Mercenary!” Zero’s shout reached my numbed ears. We 
were chained together, but her voice sounded distant. 

“Damn it, where’d she plant explosives?! If | wasn’t a 
Beastfallen, I’d be dead!” 

| shook my head at the smell of gunpowder. | was about 
to rub my nose, when | felt something off. 

“Huh?” 

There was nothing past my elbow. Not only that, but 
blood was spurting out of the joint, dyeing my whole arm 
red, dripping and flowing onto the ground. 





“Wh-What the... Is this a fucking joke?! Was that 
explosion really that powerful?!” 

The moment | realized that | lost my arm, my mind began 
working at high speed. /’m losing too much blood. | have to 
stop the bleeding. But while | do that, she'll kill me. Calm 
down. Analyze the situation. 

How did she do it? A blade clearly cut my arm off. It 
wouldn’t look like this if an explosion did it. 

Her weapon was a large shovel. A sharp tip. An explosion. 
Severed arm. Chains rattling. 

“Mercenary,” Zero said once more. 

Right. What happened to her? She was bound to my arm 
with a chain. Now my arm had been cut off, and her voice 
sounded distant. It could only mean one thing. 

“Too bad you couldn’t escape with the beautiful witch, 
Beastfallen.” 

Corruption stood there with a smug look, holding Zero’s 
body close. 

“Agh!” 

| groaned from the delayed pain and fell to my knees. 
Corruption’s men swarmed me, knocking me down on the 
ground. 

“You've done it now, you homicidal priest! Is this how the 
Church does things?! Tricking and killing a witch who offered 
to help the Church?!” 

“Witches caused all of this in the first place. You shouldn’t 
expect anything from me.” The priest turned his back to me. 

“Wait, priest,” Zero said. The priest stopped and looked at 
her. “Mercenary is bleeding too much. He will die at this 
rate.” 

“So what?” Corruption scoffed. “A witch showing mercy to 
a Beastfallen? We don’t have to wait for it to bleed to death. 
I'll end its suffering right now. Get him, dogs! Kill—” 

“No, we want him alive,” the priest interrupted. “This 
incident has caused the Knights Templar to distrust you. 
What’s more, the death of knights while escoring a witch 


would cause an unnecessary dispute. However, if we hand 
over the Beastfallen who did it to the the Knights Templar, it 
Should appease them a little.” 

“Why should | care about the Knights Templar? Just let 
them raise a fuss.” 

“It may be unnecessary for you, but the Knights Templar 
are essential to the Church. The public likes the knights 
more than us. If we can entice them, we should.” The priest 
wriggled his fingers. Suddenly he tied up my arm’s joint so 
tight that | almost screamed from the intense pain. “I'll stop 
the bleeding. A Beastfallen like you shouldn’t die that easily. 
That is, until the Knights Templar torture you to death. Will 
this be enough?” 

Zero nodded. “Very well. But let me tell you. | am 
extremely vexed, to say the least. If Mercenary dies, | will 
never forgive the Church. | will do whatever it takes, even 
giving up my life, to crush you. Keep that in mind.” 

The priest was fortunate that he couldn’t see the horrific 
expression on Zero’s face. It sent a chill down my spine. 

Immediately afterwards, Zero reached for the chain, 
picked up my arm, and jokingly said, “I will take this instead 
of you.” 

| had no idea how she could smile in this situation. Even 
though the bleeding had stopped, the pain in my arm 
threatened to knock me out cold. 

As she listened to the exchange, Corruption raised her 
voice, as though saying they were done. 

“Get to work, dogs!” she shouted. “Dig a pit and throw 
the beast in! And...” Corruption poked the fallen knight with 
the tip of her toes. “I’m counting on you, knight. I'll have a 
dog of mine accompany you as a witness. He will escort you 
yo Lutra and see to it that you submit your report without 
delay. Inform the Church about the Beastfallen and tell them 
to prepare for a public execution.” 


A dirt prison was, well, a simple prison made by using 
explosives to dig a hole. It was so deep that even if | 
jumped, my fingertips would not reach the edge. 

The soil was dry and brittle, and with a little effort it 
crumbled like sandstone. | wondered if | could gather up the 
crumbled soil to make a foothold, but the soil was too dry to 
stay compact. 

Besides, | only had one arm at the moment. 

| heated my sword under the sun and pressed it on my 
wound to completely stop the bleeding. Still it only reduced 
the possibility of my dying right now. The situation was still 
as dire as ever. 

The sun was setting, and dusk was fast approaching. 
After trying for hours, | learned one thing. | could never get 
out of this hole by myself. 

| had abandoned the idea of escaping on my own and 
was lying in the middle of the hole, staring at the reddening 
sky. There was nothing else | could do. | guessed they knew 
it too, because no one guarded the hole. 

“So all | can do is wait until the Knights Templar get me, 
huh?” 

Wait, and then what? They would drag me to the streets 
and execute me in public. Even if | could escape, what about 
Zero? 

| could use the Witch Letter to contact Albus, but Wenias 
was too far from Lutra—from the middle of the continent to 
the southernmost tip. 

“Nothing to do now, | guess. That fucking priest!” 

“I can help you,” said a child’s voice. 

Oh, shit. Now I’m hearing things. Am | losing my mind? 
l’m not that desperate yet. 

As | lay there silent and motionless, dirt began falling 
from above. Someone was approaching the edge of the 
hole. 

It smelled like rats. And human blood. 

“Are you dead?” 


| jumped to my feet. There was a squeal, and | heard 
Small footsteps scurrying away fast. 

“Hey, don’t run away! Come back here, Lily!” 

The footsteps stopped. After a moment of worrying 
silence, the footsteps trotted back toward the hole. | felt 
deeply relieved. 

A white-furred rat Beastfallen peeked out from the edge 
of the hole. No. She had black spots. Upon looking closely, 
dark-red blood was stuck to her fur. 

“What's wrong with your face?” | asked. 

“Dad’s blood.” 

Her words made me pale. Those two words alone 
explained why she was here and why her fur was stained 
with blood. 

Corruption said she received testimony from someone 
that the priest spent a night with the witch. Now that | 
thought about it, there was no other place that knew about 
a priest and a silver-haired witch except that ramshackle 
house we stayed in. 

“Did an adjudicator come to your house?” 

Lily’s face twisted. No tears flowed from her eyes, but as 
someone who couldn't shed a tear like her, | could tell that 
she was crying. 

“Were they killed?” 

Lily shook her head. “But a lot of men came,” she said. 
“They took mom and dad away. They’re gonna kill them!” 
She breathed in. “Please save mom and dad. If you do, I'll 
get you of here.” 

| had no obligation or duty to save her parents. Once | 
was out of this hole, | could easily pretend that we never 
had an agreement. And she knew that. But she didn’t have 
anyone else to count on but me. 

As | remained silent, Lily became more and more worried. 
“Please, please, please! I’ll do anything!” 

“When hiring mercenaries,” | said, “it’s best to pay later 
so you don’t get backstabbed. And information that only you 


know about is more valuable than money.” 

Eyes widening, Lily stared back at me. “Information...” 

“Like the secret ingredient in your mom’s tomato stew. 
You know what it is, don’t you? Promise me you'll give me 
that information if | help your parents.” 

Lily’s dumbfounded expression turned into a smile of 
relief. “I know a lot more. And my mom knows a lot more 
than me. If you help, I’m sure she'll tell you everything she 
knows.” 

“Sounds good. Looking forward to it.” 

| took a rope from my pack and tied it to my sword, which 
| then threw out of the hole. | instructed Lily to stick it as 
deep into the ground as possible. 

Lily disappeared out of sight, carrying my sword. | 
watched the rope being dragged slowly, and as soon as it 
stopped moving, | heard the signal, “Ready.” 

| grabbed the rope, put all my strength into it, and 
climbed up and out of the hole. 

“Finally.” | felt the tension flow out of my body. | was free. 
As | looked up, | found Lily sitting on my sword with a proud 
smile. 

“I can show you the way too,” she said. 

“Huh?” 

“To where mom and dad are. And the priest and the 
witch.” 

| heard squeaks coming from all over the wasteland. 
Countless rats were gathering around Lily. 

“| have many friends.” She smiled. 

In my eyes, she was nothing but an underweight child. 
But my instinct was warning me not to underestimate this 
Beastfallen. 


Interlude: Paradise 


The temple stood in a space isolated from the outside 
world, surrounded by cliffs on all sides. 

The lush greenery in the middle of the wastelands was a 
boon from the cool underground water seeping out of the 
ground. 

The flowers bloomed not only on the ground, but also on 
the walls of the cliffs. Long ivy threatened to swallow the 
whole temple itself. 

Carvings depicting rituals were carved into the outer 
walls of the temple. The structure itself was surrounded by 
alternating rows of crumbling stone statues and pillars. 

The temple was dedicated to the god of water, who was 
worshipped in these lands long before the Church took over 
the world five hundred years ago. 

After throwing the beast mercenary into the sand pit and 
capturing the witch Zero, the party rode fast in their 
Carriages and arrived at the temple a little after midnight. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Corruption said. “My old cemetery is 
full, so I’ve been looking for new property. This will be my 
base for a while.” 

Secrecy took off his eye patch and squinted. The temple 
was illuminated by bonfires in the darkness of the night. 

“An adjudicator using a witch’s lair as a base sounds 
gross, if you ask me,” he said. “In any case, | think we 
should take Zero to His Excellency first.” 

“| received permission from him to do whatever | wanted 
with the witches | captured. First of all, if we take the witch 
to Lutra, they’ll burn my precious collection at the stake. I’m 
sure they’ll send a messenger if they have to. Come. While 
I’m throwing the witch in jail, I’ll Show you around.” 


Corruption pulled on the chain, and Zero quietly followed. 
The witch was still holding Mercenary’s arm to her chest. It 
might be heavy, but since his arm was chained to Zero, she 
couldn’t just throw it away either. 

“This temple was built to live in, apparently,” Corruption 
said. “It’s surprisingly quite comfy here. It has a kitchen and 
bedroom, although old. To tell you the truth, I’ve been 
ordering the dogs to bring in things since this morning. 
Beds, food, tools for torture.” 

“That too?” Secrecy pointed to a huge crate the dogs 
were carrying. It contained the Church’s Divine Annihilation 
Machine, disassembled into several parts, and brought here 
through the complex cavern. 

“We can’t get it to the temple by carriage. That said, we 
can’t just leave something the Church lent outside the cave, 
can we?” 

“It was only lent for testing. You can just return it.” 

“It’s mine until they ask me to return it. That thing was 
very useful in taking this place. It’s a far cry from these 
puny weapons.” Laughing, she glanced at the steel shovel 
she was shouldering. 

Although it had been modified as a weapon, it was still a 
farming tool to begin with. Telling someone to use it to hunt 
witches solo was basically the same as asking them to 
commit suicide. 

Indeed. An adjudicator’s life didn’t amount to much. Not 
to be disappointed now, but even Secrecy understood what 
Corruption was trying to say. 

“But it’s still a prototype,” Secrecy said. “What if there’s 
something wrong with it?” 

“I can’t say that there aren’t any problems. It uses lead 
bullets. If the barrel gets too hot, the bullets melt and get 
jammed inside.” 

“| see. That’s a big problem.” 

“| can handle it.” 


Stepping into the temple, they entered a vast hall made 
of marble. A huge water basin sat in the center of the hall, 
filled with cool and refreshing water pumped from 
underground. 

On the other side of the basin was a grand staircase that 
lead to the second floor. At the end of the stairs stood a 
sublime door that seemed as if it led to heaven. At least 
that’s what it would look like if there weren’t any dead 
bodies lying around everywhere. 

Secrecy frowned. “Shouldn’t you at least bury or burn 
them?” 

“We killed the witches and took control of the temple, but 
we couldn’t find our main target Zero. Can you blame me 
for prioritizing her search than the corpses’ disposal?” 

“Yet you had the time to order your dogs to bring in 
food.” 

“Don’t sweat the small stuff. Who cares about the bodies 
of dead witches anyway?” Corruption turned to Zero. “You 
think so too, right?” It sounded as if she was testing the 
witch. “You should be relishing in the beauty of this 
structure.” 

Zero was known as the leader of the dead witches—the 
Coven of Zero. It was clear that the adjudicator was trying 
to see how the witch would react, but Zero was 
unconcerned. 

“Yes, itis a magnificent building. It is hard to believe it 
was built more than five centuries ago. | feel lucky to be 
here.” 

Corruption lifted an eyebrow and looked at Secrecy with 
disgust. “If you’re going to prepare an impostor, you should 
try harder, Secrecy. If this woman was the real Zero, she 
would have made this temple her stronghold. She wouldn’t 
say she feels lucky to be here like it’s her first time.” 

“It sounds like you Knew she was an impostor all along.” 

“So you admit she’s an impostor? That’s a grave offense. 
I'd even go as far as to Say it’s treason against the Church.” 


“His Excellency is well aware of it.” 

“.,.What?” Corruption’s face froze. 

“I’m saying that His Excellency knows that the witch we 
were transporting was not the real Zero. After doing some 
investigation, | concluded that Zero was nothing more than 
a rumor, and that the Church will be wasting its time by 
continuing to pursue someone that doesn’t exist.” 

“That’s absurd! What’s your basis—” 

“Experience and the circumstances. You probably don’t 
know this, but the witch behind the incident, Sanare, is a 
cunning woman.” 

Secrecy knew that Sanare was involved in this case. 
Although it was Zero who declared that there were no more 
witches in this area, Secrecy determined that information to 
be credible. 

“This woman was assisting us in thwarting Sanare’s 
plans, and you attacked her convoy. What’s more, you sent 
a report that said you captured Zero.” 

Corruption wasn’t stupid; she knew exactly what that 
meant. The Bishop agreed to the plan to put an end to the 
fruitless witch hunt, and she interfered with it. 

“His Excellency must be furious,” Secrecy continued. 
“Your report that the Beastfallen went wild and tried to 
escape with the witch is clearly inconsistent with the plan. 
This woman decided, of her own volition, to help put an end 
to the witch hunt. She would not slaughter the Knights 
Templar and escape.” 

“Y-You tricked me!” 

“I merely played it safe. | am an adjudicator given the sin 
of Secrecy. | excel at detecting lies. Although, anyone else 
could tell that the reason you didn’t head straight to the 
Church was to kill me.” 

Secrecy knew that engaging them in an ambush was not 
a good idea. Zero couldn’t use Magic, and Mercenary was 
carrying her. There were also dozens of thugs surrounding 
them. To top it off, Corruption had the Divine Annihilation 


Machine, a weapon capable of attacking a wide area over a 
long distance. 

Secrecy then decided it would be better to pretend to 
have surrendered to Corruption and let her send a 
Suspicious report to the Church. 

The Bishop of Lutra doubted Corruption’s loyalty to begin 
with, so he ordered Secrecy to conduct a separate 
investigation. If Corruption reported that Secrecy was dead, 
along with the Knights Templar, the Bishop would surely 
realize that something was wrong. 

“If you kill me here now, His Excellency will strip you of 
your title and force you to return the life you borrowed. 
However, if you hand over Zero and the Grimoire of Zero to 
me, | will report to him that the Beastfallen lost its mind. 
That way, you can still continue your life as an adjudicator 
for a while.” 

Corruption gave a soft sigh. Her intermittent shallow 
breaths eventually turned into a full-blown laughter. 

“Well, well. You really got me there! | underestimated you 
a bit. | thought your beauty was the only thing you got 
going for you. | assumed you were incompetent and stupid. 

“I've survived this long as an adjudicator.” 

“But it seems you’ve underestimated me a little, 
Secrecy.” 

He didn’t feel any hostility, but he sensed something 
unpleasant crawling up his spine. Secrecy immediately 
brandished his scythe and sliced as he turned around. 

As soon as he felt resistance, the head of the attacker fell 
off. His momentary relief proved to be fatal. 

“Not yet, priest!” Zero’s warning was swift. “That is a 
corpse! You can cut its head off, but it can still move!” 

But Secrecy’s response was too late. The witch’s corpses 
—there were five of them—were all standing like puppets, 
weapons in hand. They made no sound, did not breathe, 
were not hostile, yet he sensed their approach solely based 
on a Strange feeling. 


” 


The headless corpse was still moving, and there were 
four others. One of the corpses swung a knife, plunging it 
deeply into the priest’s shoulder. When he winced, the 
corpses swarmed him. Corruption’s large shovel then 
knocked him down. 

“Gaah!” The priest collapsed to his knees and dropped to 
the floor. 

Corruption grabbed him by the hair and lifted his face up. 
“Too bad, Secrecy. Did you really think you had me beat? 
That you were better than me at games of deception? 
Unfortunately, it seems I’m better than you. You probably 
never expected me to team up with a witch.” 

“So Sanare cajoled you,” Zero uttered. “I thought | felt 
the presence of a rotting corpse in this temple.” 

Corruption looked up. But it wasn’t her that answered. 

“Now that’s just rude,” said a head, laughing. Its voice 
and manner of speaking belonged to Sanare. “She simply 
empathized with us. That adjudicator is sick of the Church 
and the world it ruled. So we agreed to work together to 
destroy it.” 

“The Bishop doubts me?” Corruption spat. “He’ll strip me 
of my title? You’re a fool, Secrecy! I’ve survived this long 
with the power of money and connections. The Church won't 
kill me if | just give a little money to the bigshots.” 

“The Church is corrupted, and | love it. With Cestum’s 
help, the Church will become an even lovelier hunting 
ground for me. I'll just hunt witches as | always have, 
witches who are not needed by Cestum.” Her voice dropped 
to a gentle whisper. “But first, I’ll deal with you, Secrecy. I’ve 
been wanting to add you to my collection for a long time, 
and now my wish is finally coming true. | will make you the 
first inhabitant of this paradise.” 

The priest spat on Corruption’s cheek. “I thought | told 
you the other day. I’d rather burn my own body than 
become a part of your collection.” 


Corruption smirked. “We’ll see how long you can keep the 
tough-guy act. It’ll be quite the spectacle. | won’t ask you to 
whisper words of love to my ears, but you will apologize for 
spitting in my face.” 

“Take him to the basement!” she yelled. 

Jangling her chains, Zero exchanged a glance with the 
priest. Only Secrecy noticed the tiny smile dancing on her 
lips. 

Her expression suggested she didn’t feel any danger. Her 
smile of confidence said she believed that her friend would 
come save her. 





Chapter 5: Picus 


We raced through the wilderness from dusk to night and 
reached a river in the early morning. All day we continued 
upstream, and by the time the sun was setting, we 
happened on a huge cliff, looming like a wall, blocking our 
way. 

The cliff stretched far to both sides, and there seemed to 
be no way to go around or climb it. Water was gushing out 
from the middle, creating a little waterfall. 

“Huh. So this is where the river begins. Where’s the 
witch’s lair?” 

“In there.” Lily pointed at the waterfall. 

Wondering what she was pointing at, | walked around 
behind the waterfall to find the entrance to a hidden cave. 

The cave branched off several times. | had the impression 
that if we chose the wrong path once, we’d never get out 
again. Bats and rats lurked in huge numbers. Insects 
feeding on their droppings covered the ground. Moss that 
had taken root in the rocks sucked up groundwater, making 
it slippery. 

But Lily’s directions were spot on, and we made it 
through the cave without getting lost once. 

As we exited the cave, we came upon a flower garden 
that seemed straight out of a fairy tale. No. Since the place 
was surrounded by cliffs, “exiting” wasn’t exactly the right 
word. It was more like we’d arrived at a dead-end, except 
one a little too big. 

My jaw dropped at the sight of the huge temple towering 
in the middle. 

“Wow... It’s so big,” Lily said. 

“It’s as big as a cathedral.” 


There were no obstructions in sight. A field of flowers. A 
temple in the middle. A few carriages, and a river running 
through the cliff. 

Lily was about to start running, when | grabbed her by 
the collar and turned back into the cave. 

“Calm down,” | said. “We'll wait until the sun goes down.” 

“But...” 

“Unlike you, I’m big and conspicuous. Plus | have only 
one arm, and | haven’t slept much the past two days. You 
should get some rest too.” 

With a squeal of discontent, Lily quietly dangled down my 
arm. We entered a side alley with no traces of human touch. 
| pulled down my black hood and waited for nighttime. 

Lily paced back and forth for a while, but when she finally 
realized that | wasn’t going to move until nightfall, she sat 
down a little farther away from me. 

“Hey,” | called. 

Lily jumped in surprise. 

“Stay close,” | said. “Otherwise | can’t carry you if 
something goes wrong.” 

After a bit of hesitation, Lily moved just a little bit closer. 

“Is this some kind of a joke?” 

“N-No!” Lily shook her head, fidgeting with her necklace. 
“I killed them,” she said out of the blue. Her voice was soft. 

Not knowing what she was talking about, | looked around 
dramatically. “Doesn’t look like there’s any bodies lying 
around, though.” 

“That’s not it.” 

“Then what is it?” 

“My mom and dad. My dead mom and dad.” 

Oh, the ones that died in the epidemic. | heaved a sigh. 

“It’s true,” she said. “Mom and dad tell me it’s not my 
fault, but it is. Really.” 

“Do we really have to talk about that now?” 

Lily nodded. Okay, then. 

“Well, go ahead and talk. I'll listen.” 


“| really wanted to play with other kids on my sixth 
birthday, like tag or treasure hunting. Mom told me no... But 
| couldn’t help it. | told them | wanted to join. Then they 
made fun of me for being a rat and pushed me away. They 
said | was disgusting.” Her voice was shaky, her red, wide- 
open eyes peering at memories buried in darkness. 

“They threw rocks at me. | was So scared and sad. | 
wanted to run away. But then they said a lot of bad things 
about mom, too. They said she gave birth to a monster like 
me because she was a bad woman. | got angry and bit one 
kid. Then they got sick and died the next day. Their fever 
wouldn’t go down!” 

“Probably just a coinci—” 

“Then the disease spread from the child’s house... to 
children, to grown-ups, then my mom and dad. They all died 
of the same disease. When the doctor came, he asked if a 
rat bit them!” She held her knees, desperately trying to stop 
her body from shaking. 

| asked Zero a while ago about the usefulness of rat 
Beastfallen. Now | knew. Spreading diseases. 

This little, weak-looking Beastfallen could sneak in 
somewhere, bite someone, and retreat. If things went 
smoothly, she could kill a lot of people with little effort. 

Liza said Lily would never touch anyone else’s tableware, 
and she would not let others touch hers. 


| tried to take a bite of her half-eaten fruit, and she 
got so mad she cried. 


It made sense. If Lily’s saliva got into Liza’s body, she 
would get sick and die. If she cared about her parents, she 
wouldn’t even want to be at the same table with them. 

“Is that why you don’t want to get close to me?” | asked. 

“I can’t save mom and dad if you die.” 

“So if you could save your parents on your own, you 
wouldn’t mind me dying?” 


“No, no... That’s not... I...” 

Grinning, | watched her desperately trying to come up 
with an excuse. Lily, realizing that she was being teased, 
puffed up her cheeks and threw a pebble at me. 

Ouch. \|t hurt, but the swarm of rats behind Lily, their eyes 
glaring, was more frightening than the pebbles. 

“So, did you tell Liza about that?” | asked. 

Lily’s ears perked up, and she shook her head. “I tried to. 
| tried, but | couldn’t. | was afraid they’d hate me. But after 
we save them, I'll tell them everything. I’m not a child 
anymore. Even if they don’t like me, I'll be fine on my own. 
I'll tell them I’m sorry.” She looked at me, determination in 
her eyes. It seemed like she would go save her parents all 
by herself even if | died. 

“| get it. Now come here.” 

“What?! But | just told you...” 

“Do | look like a normal human to you? I’ve been bitten 
by rats many times, I’ve even been hit by poisoned arrows, 
but | never got a fever. I’m a monster, you know.” 

“B-But...” 

“What is it?” 

“You're a guy...” 

“And?” 

What? Since when did we start talking about gender? 
What kind of things is running in this kid’s mind? 

My thoughts must’ve shown on my face, because Lily 
threw a rock harder than before. 

“Stupid! | hate you!” 

“Ow! Stop making a racket!” 

“I’m seventeen! I’m a grown-up!” 

“Oh... Wait, seventeen?! But you’re so small!” 

“My body can’t get any bigger.” 

Hmm, yes. Rats are tiny. Still, seventeen years old, huh? | 
guess she’s already mature. That explains why she doesn’t 
want to come close to me. 

She might not like it, but there was no other choice. 


“If you’re seventeen, you’re still a child,” | said. | decided 
to lie a little. “Seventeen year olds are out of my range.” 

Size-wise, Lily didn’t even qualify as a woman in my 
opinion. Still she wouldn’t stop eyeing me suspiciously, so | 
decided to lay on my side with my back to her. 

“Just stay within reach,” | said. 

She gave an anxious squeak. After a while, | felt soft fur 
on my back, and the kind of warmth characteristic of 
animals. 

She was shivering, perhaps from the cold. | shared my 
cloak a little. After a bit of hesitation, she crawled inside. 

“So warm,” she muttered. She began breathing softly. 

When | opened my eyes, it was already late at night. | 
poked Lily awake and crawled out of the cave. 

Dropping on my knees, | crept closer and closer to the 
premises. Fortunately, tonight was a new moon. It was dark 
outside. If | covered myself with my black cloak, no ordinary 
person could spot me. 

There were no guards in sight, most likely because of the 
natural defense that the cave provided. 

“Now, how do we get in?” 

| had no idea what temples were like inside before the 
rise of the Church. Was there a back door? If Zero was 
inside, where would she be? 

“This way.” Lily raced off. 

“W-Wait!” | hurried after her. 

Lily ran up to one of the statues and pillars surrounding 
the temple, and pointed to the floor. “Here.” 

As | looked closer, | found a rotting wooden door covered 
in ivy. A small mouse poked its head out of a crack and 
squeaked. 

“A hidden passage?” 

“My friend says there’s food.” 

| see. A hidden passage to the pantry. Most churches and 
temples had them. Apparently that was the case even 
centuries ago. 


Silently cutting the ivy with my knife, | slid into the 
hidden passage and climbed down a set of stairs. A wooden 
door stood at the landing. After confirming that there was no 
one around—by scent and sound—|I slowly pushed it open. 
For a wooden door, it was rather heavy. 

Then | heard something falling and breaking. 

“Shit. Is this door disguised as a shelf?!” 

It wasn’t uncommon for doors to be disguised as shelves, 
but it seemed that the people who didn’t know about them 
lined the shelves with jars. | quickly jumped in and closed 
the hidden door tight. 

As | dove behind some sacks of grain, a couple of men 
came to check the noise. 

“Oh, no!” a man exclaimed. “The salt jar’s smashed!” 

“Must be rats,” another spat. 

| watched nervously as the two men reluctantly began to 
clean up the mess. Then | heard a familiar clinking. 

Keys. 

Of course. Only someone trustworthy would be entrusted 
with the keys to the pantry. It would not be surprising if he 
had the keys to other rooms as well. 

| breathed a soft sigh. | only had one arm, and there were 
two of them. What now? | glanced at Lily, who was 
struggling to keep quiet, and back at the sacks piled up 
high. 

| flicked Lily’s forehead, and she let out a squeak. 

Hearing the sound, one man came closer, defenseless. 

“So that’s where you're hiding, you stupid rat.” 

“Hey, what’s up? We're in the middle of a bet. Let’s head 
back.” 

“You mean the ‘how many nails before he pisses himself’ 
bet? What’s so fun about torturing a dude? You can go. I'll 
take care of the rat first. The adjudicator will kill us if the 
pest ruins our food. If we catch a few of them and hang their 
bodies, the rats will stay away.” 

“Aight, cool. Good luck.” 


One of them walked out of the pantry. As the other guy 
moved closer, | pushed the sacks of grain. 

“What the—” 

Crushed under the weight of several sacks—a single sack 
weighing about the same as a child—the man fell silent. He 
didn’t even have a chance to scream. 

“I-Is he dead?” Lily wondered. 

“He just fainted. If he wakes up, he’ll just assume he 
slipped or something. And once he realizes he lost the keys, 
he’ll want to keep it to himself.” 

“Keys?” 

“Here, take it.” | took the key from the man’s waist and 
tossed it to Lily. 

As | carefully stepped out into the hallway, | caught the 
metallic smell of fresh blood. 

“How many nails before he pisses himself, eh? Making 
bets while torturing is some fucked-up shit.” 

| followed the smell of blood down the hallway. Then | 
heard men chatting. They were drunk, clapping their hands 
and laughing merrily. | didn’t just happen to overhear their 
conversation. More like they were talking too loud. 

“This guy’s nuts! Not even a squeak from him!” 

“| guess it’s true that adjudicators don’t feel pain. If he 
can withstand having all twenty nails removed, | guess we'll 
have to call off the bet. So what’s next? Hot iron?” 

“We can do anything as long as we don’t ruin his face, 
right? Anyway, we have to make him beg for his life, or 
we're dead.” 

| froze. Adjudicator? That could only mean the blind priest 
who betrayed us. But | couldn’t think of any reason for him 
to be tortured. 

Slowly, | approached the wooden door and peeked in 
through the crack. | saw a table and candles. Coins and 
jewelry—their bets, most likely—glittered under the 
candelight. 


Nearby were the familiar tools of torture: a needle, a file, 
and pincers with freshly ripped nails stuck to them. 

| flicked my gaze and saw a green-haired man chained to 
a chair. The men in the room seemed to be well aware of 
the priest’s characteristics. The room was too bright even 
for me. And of course, they had removed his eyepatch. 

His priest uniform had been removed, and there were 
whip marks on his upper body. Blood was dripping out of his 
torn skin, fingers, and toes, forming a pool of blood around 
the chair. 

The priest’s weapon—a staff—was used to bind both his 
wrists, probably because it could not be removed from his 
fingers. 

Lily tried to take a peek into the room, but | gently 
pushed her back. “Don’t look,” | mouthed. She backed 
away, fear in her eyes. 

What now? We still didn’t know where Zero Is. Barging in 
right now, alerting them of our presence, sounded like a bad 
idea. 

The torture chamber seemed to go deeper. | could hear 
sobbing and moaning coming from the back. Judging from 
Lily’s reaction, her parents must be there. If we ignored 
them for now, we might not be able to get to them later. 

All of a sudden, the priest began muttering something. 
“Zero... is underground... Corruption... has the key...” 

The men regarded him, puzzled. 

“What did he say? He was silent before,” one said. 

“Did he say something about the witch underground?” 
another wondered. 

“There are... twenty-three dogs... in the temple... Five 
here... Two guards... at the main entrances...” 

“Hey.” One of the men grabbed the priest by the hair. 
“What the fuck are you mumbling about?! You’re only 
allowed to beg for your life. Otherwise, keep your mouth 
shut!” 

“There’s also... a witch... controlling corpses...” 


Controlling corpses? Is Sanare here? The adjudicator 
already gained control of the temple. Why would she be 
here? Then again, it’s not surprising for her to be 
everywhere. 

If she was here, we would have our work cut out for us. 
Damn it. 

A man punched the priest. “You got an imaginary friend 
or something?! Who are you talking—” 

“Probably me.” | stepped into the room. 

A normal human being’s reaction to a beast’s sudden 
appearance would be shock. 

With a single swing of my sword, | chopped off the heads 
of the two men sitting in the chairs. 

Next phase: | stabbed the one who was about to scream 
to silence them. 

Third: The remaining men grasped the situation and 
readied their weapons. But there were only two of them left. 

“H-Help—” 

| threw my sword at the man who was about to call for 
help, finishing him. | then switched to a knife to slash the 
last man’s head off. Mission accomplished. 

“Nice work,” | congratulated myself. 

“Brute,” the priest muttered. 

“Yeah, | get that a lot.” | pulled the sword | threw from the 
dead body and sheathed it. “My aim is a little off ’cause I’m 
missing one arm. Felt like | couldn’t really control my 
swings. | was trying to be a little more sneaky, but ended up 
making quite the mess. And we haven't even found the 
witch yet.” 

“That’s why | told you about Zero’s whereabouts and the 
security status. You barged in for no reason at all.” 

“AS much as | would have loved to get the witch, | had 
some personal business to attend to. I’ve been asked to 
help a certain couple in the back of this room. They’re alive, 
right?” 

| didn’t need to explain who | was referring to. 


“The husband was tortured before | arrived. | didn’t see 
him clearly, but | don’t think he’s in any condition to walk. 
By the way, can you do something about these chains?” 

“You double-crossed us!” 

“I was only pretending! Quit fooling around, and just—” 

A shriek came from outside. Before | even realized it was 
Lily, | pulled out the sword | had just sheathed, and turned 
around. 

The instant | spotted Corruption, she charged straight at 
me with a full-powered overhead swing. 

“Your fighting style’s too dull, adjudicator!” | blocked her 
shovel with my sword. 

Brushing my sword aside, the adjudicator distanced 
herself. She shouldered her shovel and looked at me as if | 
was garbage. 

“If | Knew you’d escape from that pit and come all the 
way here, | would’ve killed you back then,” she said. “Just 
the thought of a foul Beastfallen corrupting this beautiful 
temple disgusts me. This is sacrilege. Now die!” 

Corruption lunged forward once more. | already made the 
mistake of losing an arm. Thinking a close-range combat 
would be too dangerous, | dodged her attack and rolled out 
into the hallway. It would be difficult to swing a shovel 
around in the narrow corridor. 

That’s what | thought, at least. 

Corruption followed me out into the hallway, a smug look 
on her face. “Heh. You just cornered yourself.” Bending 
down, she pointed the tip of the shovel towards me. 

There was enough distance between us, about ten paces. 
| didn’t need to be alarmed, but | quickly dropped to the 
floor. 

An explosion rocked the hallway, followed by the sound of 
blade hissing through the air. Something zipped past 
overhead at an incredible speed. 

“I missed?! Damn vermin!” 


| saw a fine chain right before my eyes. It wasn’t there 
before. | followed it with my eyes, towards the adjudicator, 
then the iron plate lying on the floor. The piece of metal 
looked exactly like the tip of the shovel. 

The moment | realized what it was, | chuckled. 

Damn. First there’s the priest’s transforming staff, and 
now a shovel that can be fired using gunpowder? 

“The Church sure has some fascinating toys!” 

| knew she couldn’t cut my arm off with her slender arms. 
But if she used the power of an explosion to fire a sharp 
object, it was a different story. She didn’t follow up her 
attack because she needed time to refill the gunpowder and 
wind back the chain. 

As she reeled in the chain, | quickly grabbed it. Then 
there was a hissing sound. Smoke rose from where | held 
the chain. My flesh was swelling and melting. | screamed. 

Corruption cackled like a child. “You’re as stupid as an 
actual animal. Did you really think | didn’t have anything to 
prevent the chain from being grabbed? The chain is coated 
with a flesh-dissolving poison. If you don’t let go of it now, 
you'll lose your only functioning hand.” 

She pulled on the chain, and it began slipping through my 
dissolved flesh. | couldn’t hold on to it. | let go of the chain 
and immediately stepped on it. The adjudicator clicked her 
tongue in annoyance, but this was just me buying time. 

As | looked around for a way out, | spotted the grim 
reaper behind the adjudicator—the priest with his scythe at 
the ready. 

How did he get free? Then | remembered Lily. Right. / 
gave her the keys. 

| thought she was dead. 

The gleaming blade of the scythe touched the woman’s 
slender neck. 

“Secrecy... you traitor!” 

With an animalistic snarl, the adjudicator shifted her body 
to narrowly avoid the reaper’s scythe. On her hand was a 


trowel sharpened like a knife. She tried to stab the priest as 
she spun around, but the weapon cut through thin air. 
Scythe in hand, the priest leapt with his usual elegance, 
and landed just outside Corruption’s range. 
“It is over, Corruption,” he said. “You can no longer 
escape. If you do not resist, | promise you will not suffer.” 


“Your treachery is clear now,” the priest said. “I am here 
under the order of His Excellency to judge your heretic 
actions.” 

Suddenly, the torches illuminating the basement went 
out. Darkness enveloped the area. Even |, a Beastfallen, 
could barely see anything. Only the priest could move freely 
under these conditions. 

“The Church hereby revokes your right to live. You will be 
executed at once.” 

“You're not killing me that easily!” 

There was a boom, and light filled the room, catching us 
off guard. 

It was a blank from her large shovel. Even without the tip 
of the weapon reloaded, it could still create an explosion by 
striking gunpowder. Corruption left the basement, and the 
priest followed her. 

| tried to go after them, but | stumbled. 

“Fuck. My leg.” 

The blood loss was starting to affect me now. | struck my 
trembling leg in frustration. 

“Big brother!” Lily rushed over and tried to help me up. 

| was grateful, but there was no way she could lift my 
body upright. 

Then someone lit up the torches. When | looked up, | saw 
freed captives gathering in the corridor, looking down at me 
with frightened eyes. They were all young women. 

My brows furrowed. Most of them were probably victims 
of Corruption’s hobby. The adjudicator clearly dragged them 
here under some excuse and planned to bury them alive. 


What should we do about them? 

“Lily, take them out through the cave. If you go down the 
river, you should come to a small village. There’s Knights 
Templar there. Tell them what happened and ask them for 
protection.” 

“But what about you? W-We have to go!” 

“I came here to pick up my boss. | can’t turn back now.” 

“B-But... | can’t go alone...” 

“You have a lot of friends with you. You’re the only one 
who can get through the cave safely. Protect them.” 

“| will... protect...” 

“No!” one of the women jumped out. She held Lily to her 
chest as if to protect her. It was none other than Liza. “Are 
you out of your mind? How can you ask a little girl to protect 
us? Besides, this was all your fault! Because of you, my 
husband was tortured!” 

| glanced at the group of people and saw Credo being 
Supported by one of the captives. Like the priest said, he 
was tortured severely that he couldn’t even stand on his 
own. 

“Now you brought Lily to this place?!” 

“Mom, no! I... | asked...” 

“Hush, child!” 

Liza didn’t bother listening to Lily. It was the child that got 
them out of their cells, but she chose not to think about 
that. 

“Look, big guy. We’re not going to move from here,” she 
continued. “If we lock ourselves up from the inside, no one 
can get in. The Gravedigger is being sentenced to death, 
isn’t she? Then it would be best to just wait for the Knights 
Templar’s arrival.” 

“Do you think Corruption’s lackeys will just leave you 
alone?” | said. 

Liza stared at me blankly. 

“If | were Corruption, I'd kill you all before you could 
testify against me. Wouldn’t it be smarter to get out of here 


before that happens? You know, while the priest still has her 
attention.” 

A murmur spread among the prisoners. Not one of them 
was that optimisitc. 

“B-But Lily can’t...” 

Lily clenched her fists, firm resolve in her eyes. We had 
no time to lose. The child knew this was no time to be 
arguing. 

“I’m sure you already know this, but even if you all 
worked together, you’re no match for Lily’s sense of hearing 
and smell. This little girl will be the first one to notice if the 
enemy’s closing in. Case in point: Only | and her noticed 
them coming!” | ripped my clothes and used it to tie my 
sword to my hand. 

Lily was glaring down the long corridor, her fur standing 
on end. 

“Bathe them in booze and oil and set them all on fire! 
Don’t let a single one survive. Kill them all!” 

| heard footsteps, and men came rushing in, swords in 
hand. The captives idling around fled back to their cells in 
fear. 

Liza pulled on Lily’s hand, but the little Beastfallen shook 
off the woman’s grip and ran towards me. 

“Lily!” 

“I’m gonna protect you... and dad... and big brother!” 

“You dummy! You don’t have to worry about that. Come 
here, quick!” 

Lily didn’t listen. Red eyes were glaring at the men 
coming down the stairs. Repeatedly, she took shallow 
breaths, her whole body trembling in fear. 

Footsteps were gathering. Countless of them. The hallway 
seemed to suddenly narrow. There were so many rats 
Swarming that it felt like the floor was contracting. 

The men retreated back at the bizarre sight. If | were 
them, I’d have backed off too. Twenty rats were more than 


enough to cause chaos. But there were more than a 
thousand of them right now. 

“| hate bad people,” Lily said. “Go away!” 

At her signal, the swarm of rats rushed toward the armed 
men. The men raced back down the corridor screaming. 
Unable to escape, however, they cried as rats bit them. 

When all the rats disappeared from the basement, the 
men were gone too. | let out a gasp of astonishment. | even 
shuddered in fear. 

“Terrifying... Rats are absolutely terrifying...” 

“| don’t want to push them too much... They’ll get hurt.” 

Even though she just got rid of the bad guys, Lily was still 
feeling down. 

| guessed she meant the rats. If she sicked the rats to the 
men, a couple of them would get killed, and she didn’t want 
that. 

After thinking about it for a bit, | pulled out Theo’s knife 
and presented it to Lily. 

“What's this?” she asked. 

“You can borrow it. It belonged to a close friend. He was a 
kid, no older than ten, but he fought for his family with 
everything he had. It’s the knife of a man who was much 
stronger and braver than me. You protect this people, and 
this will protect you in turn.” 

Of all the weapons | had, it was the only one that Lily 
could handle with her size. Even if she didn’t actually use it, 
it would at least give her some mental support that she 
could protect herself without having to sacrifice a rat. 

Lily reluctantly took the knife and grasped it tight. 

“I'll be back for that knife,” | said. “So make sure you 
make it home safe and sound. Now, go!” 

Lily gave a firm nod. “Everyone, follow me! | know a 
secret path.” 

“Oh, by the way.” | stopped her as she started to run. Lily 
turned around. “I'll be getting my reward then. Don’t forget 
about the secret ingredient, okay?!” 


“Okay! If mom doesn’t tell you, | will!” 

Lily grabbed and pulled her mother’s hand. Liza seemed 
like she had no idea what was going on. 

After making sure that everyone had all gone to the 
pantry, | roused myself up. 

“Now where is that witch?” 

According to the priest, there should be another staircase 
that led down underground somewhere. 

| trudged down the corridor, clinging to the wall, and soon 
found what seemed like the right door. Unlike the other 
rooms, this was the only one with a solid stone door. The 
murals on the wall on the way down suggested it was a 
treasury. 

There were iron bars at the bottom of the stairs. As | 
approached and peered inside, my eyes met with the mystic 
violet eyes of a beautiful witch sitting in the middle of the 
cell. 

“Hey,” | called. “You look terrible, witch.” 

Zero’s arms and legs were bound with solid iron shackles, 
with chains firmly attached to the floor. The chains were so 
Short that Zero couldn’t even stand up. 

She was playing around idly with one of my arms. | didn’t 
know whether | should laugh or get mad. 

“You too,” Zero said, smiling at my current state. “You 
were too careless. That Corruption fellow should not have 
been able to push you this far. She took one of your arms 
and even injured the other.” 

“Like anyone could’ve expected a gunpowder-powered 
Shovel. All the Church’s toys are absurd, okay?” 

| briefly examined the iron bars, and sighed when | 
verified that | couldn’t destroy in my current state. | had 
gunpowder, but there was no point it using it if | couldn’t 
break the chains that bound Zero to the floor. 

“Just to double-check,” | said, “you can’t get yourself out, 
right?” 


“! double-checked, but | cannot. A key is needed.” She 
jangled the chains. 

Okay. Guess I'll have to get her out, then. 

“I'll get the key. Just wait here. I'll be right back.” 

“| will be waiting. Even if it takes a decade.” 


The trail that the priest left behind was littered with the 
bodies of thugs. All of their corpses had been cut to pieces, 
suggesting he was wary of Sanare. 

Running up the stairs through the corridor, | came to a 
vast hall. In the center of the hall was a huge, shattered 
basin, spraying water. There was a staircase to the second 
floor and a large door leading out of the temple. The upper 
half of the door had also been destroyed. 

Right next to the door, the priest was crouching by the 
wall, hiding from something. 

“Is he dead?” | murmured. 

He clicked his tongue. Apparently he was still alive and 
kicking. 

| strolled towards the door, and as | drew nearer, the 
priest suddenly shouted. 

“Get back, you idiot! Get away from the door!” 

| lifted my head, wondering what he was on about, and 
got a good view of the outside through the destroyed door. 
There was a plain cart with a cannon-like thing on it, its 
barrel too thin for an actual artillery. 

The barrel spewed fire, followed by a series of ear- 
shattering explosions. | immediately rolled behind the door. 





Something was bouncing off the cobblestones, scattering 
in all directions. It sounded like a torrential downpour 
beating down on thin steel plate. 

Smoke billowed, and the smell of stone spread 
throughout the hall. The cobblestones had been smashed to 
smithereens with a long-range attack. 

“What the hell’s going on?!” 

“It’s the same weapon they used on us on the road! We 
can’t get out of here!” 

Oh, the one from when we were escorting Zero to Lutra. It 
was So ridiculous, | thought it was some kind of Magic. 

When the sound stopped, | cautiously looked up. Through 
the smoke | could see the hollowed cobblestones and metal 
pieces the size of my pinky scattered everywhere. They 
must have been round, but they were deformed from being 
smashed against the stones. 

Balls of lead, perhaps? 

“She was firing those things at us? All that, at this 
distance, at that soeed? What kind of a weapon is that?!” 

“It’s a prototype of the “Divine Annihilation Machine” 
developed by the Church for the eradication of witches. It’s 
called the Picus, a small-caliber, rapid-fire gun.” 

“What the hell kinda name is that?! Doesn’t roll off the 
tongue well, if you ask me. Hell, it doesn’t even feel real to 
me.” 

“It’s not that long ago that firearms was invented. The 
larger ones are called cannons, but there are many other 
forms of firearms that have been experimented with and 
developed in the Church. You’ve seen Corruption’s weapon, 
haven’t you?” 

“You mean this?” | tossed the shovel to the floor. 

“Why do you have that?” 

“| stomped on the chain, so she couldn’t take it with her 
when she ran away. | picked it up and brought it with me 
just in case it would be of any use, but | don’t think | can 
reach that Picus thing from here.” 


The priest looked distressed. “How could she abandon a 
sacred artifact given by the Church so easily?” he mumbled. 
“She should consider the dangers of leaking the Church’s 
secrets.” 

“I’m surprised you could come up with such a ridiculous 
idea of firing the tip of a shovel using gunpowder,” | said. 

“Countless ridiculous ideas resulted in more safe and 
stable firearms. Now the idea of rapid-fire firearms came 
up.” 

“And that’s the result?” | pointed at the priest’s scythe. 
Reflected on the glinting blade was Corruption, holding her 
weapon like a monster. 

A grip rotated the thin barrels bound together. It seemed 
that when the grip was turned, an endless series of shells 
were sucked into the barrel, allowing the weapon to fire 
continuously without having to reload each time. 

| picked up a piece of the shattered door and threw it 
outside. Before it hit the ground, the Picus reduced it to 
smaller pieces. There was not even a trace of it left. 
Charging straight on would be suicide. 

Leaning against the wall, | sank down and looked to the 
ceiling. “Even in a battle of attrition, we’ll still be ata 
disadvantage. Fire will soread slower in this stone temple, 
but eventually we’ll get flushed out. Then she'll put holes in 
us.” 

“| won't be able to see once the sun comes up. We have 
to settle this while it’s still night out.” 

“Does that thing run out of ammo?” 

“Their carriage is filled with ammunition. She could keep 
firing all night if she wanted to.” Then suddenly he lifted his 
head. “You didn’t hurt your leg, did you?” 

“What?” 

“It’s important. How long can you run in your current 
condition?” 


Interlude: Memories of 
Paradise 


Sweat soaked Corruption’s cassock. Pressing her 
pounding chest, she drew a deep and long breath. Her head 
throbbed from tension. With Picus in hand, she should have 
the overwhelming advantage, but she couldn’t shake off the 
unpleasant feeling in her gut. 

After annihilating the witches, Corruption searched for the 
Grimoire of Zero in the temple, when a voice spoke to her. 


You have been chosen to assist Cestum. 


She called herself Sanare. She was eerie, with no physical 
body. Letting out a maniacal laughter, she nestled to the 
adjudicator. 


If you cooperate with us, you will be able to do 
whatever you want. Your position in the Church will 
also be guaranteed. Once the Church is gone, we will 
welcome you as one of us. 


It was not a bad deal. She’d had enough of the Church’s 
constant reprimands to “mend her ways,” and Sanare’s 
offer was exciting and appealing. 

What really fascinated her though was the witch named 
Zero. Burning such a beautiful woman for the Church’s 
authority was too boorish. 

She must be buried alive. Her beauty must be preserved 
for eternity. 


Just like her beautiful mother, who died young. Even her 
manner of death was elegant. 

Lying in the magnificent hearse and wearing the best 
dress, buried in countless flowers, her figure was purer than 
any ceremony that the young Corruption had ever seen. 

“She’s sleeping,” her father said. “Your mother is only 
sleeping, dreaming about you inside the grave.” 

| see, she thought to herself. Since that day, the image of 
her beautiful mother stayed in her mind, never changing. 

Her father, on the other hand, became decrepit and 
hideous. He fell ill, and passed away in a corrupted state. 

After her father’s funeral, she longed to see beautiful 
funerals again. Every time she saw a beautiful woman 
walking down the street, she was overcome with the desire 
to save them. From old age. From sickness. From all kinds of 
pain. 

She believed that if God gave her a mission, it was to 
liberate them. While she despised the Church, she never 
doubted the beautiful goddess. 

The corrupted people of the Church could no longer hear 
the voice of God. To destroy them, she had to survive first. 

Not wanting to miss even the smallest movement, 
Corruption kept her gaze fixed at the temple’s door. A 
rotating grip sent bullets into the magazine of the Picus. If 
the rotation speed was too fast or too slow, the weapon 
would not operate well. 

Don’t panic, she told herself. The enemy should be the 
one panicking, not you. She set fire to the temple. They 
should be flushed out in no time. 

Only she had the keys to the witch’s cell and shackle. 
Without them, they could not free her. 

As long as the witch and the Grimoire of Zero were 
secure, as long she killed the priest, she could come up with 
plenty of excuses to the Church. 

There was movement. A black mass jumped out at her, 
and Corruption fired by reflex. 


A white figure bolted out of the temple. A loud explosion 
echoed, and a cloud of dust rose in the darkness of the 
night. 

“Shit. Explosives!” 

The explosion whipped up dust from the dry, sun-baked 
ground. Given the darkness surrounding the area, lighting a 
bonfire wouldn’t be enough to regain visibility. 

But that didn’t matter to her. 

“You're wasting your energy, Secrecy! Die! Die! Die!” 

Frantically spinning the grip, Corruption fired balls of lead 
into the cloud of dust. The barrel heated up, warming her 
cold body. 

The Picus differed from conventional cannons in that it 
chould change targets with ease. You could move the barrel 
while firing continuously, sweeping a wide area. 

The recoil was pleasing. The sound rocking her eardrums 
made her lose herself in the moment. 

“What are you shooting at, Corruption? Can’t you see 
me?” 

Yet her ears caught the voice clearly. It sounded like it 
was coming from a different place than where she was 
concentrating her fire at. /mpossible, she thought, as she 
corrected her aim. 

She spotted a white figure in the corner of her eye. 
Wasn't it a white thing that jumped out of the temple 
earlier, she wondered. But Secrecy was supposed to be 
wearing a black cassock. 

So what was that white thing just now? 

A strangely familiar burst ripped the air. Then with a 
metallic clank, the Picus suddenly stopped. 

“What the—” 

“It worked, priest! Now go!” 

Corruption saw a familiar large shovel, its sharp tip 
wedged firmly into the Picus’s rotating part, preventing it 
from operating. A chain extended from the tip, and at the 


end of it, a white Beastfallen missing an arm was down on 
his knees. 

That freakin’ beast! He picked up my shovel and used it 
against me! 

Corruption snapped. Pulling out the tip of the shovel with 
all her might, she set her aim on the footsteps approaching 
at a high speed. 

“No, you don’t!” Corruption rotated the grip once more. 
But no bullet came out. “What?! Why?!” 

By the time she noticed that the barrel was red hot from 
the rapid firing, it was already too late. 

| should cool it down. Wait, | gotta remove the jammed 
bullet first. There’s no time for either. 

Corruption’s wide-open eyes reflected the black-cloaked 
adjudicator, raising his scythe, his eyes filled with contempt. 

You never looked at me. Not even once. 

“You only look at me like that when it’s time to kill me?” 

The blade came down, and fresh blood splattered. She 
thought he would cut off her head, but Secrecy’s scythe 
sliced through her belly. 

Corruption fell off the wagon and rolled on the ground. 
She sensed a chill around her neck. When she touched it, 
She felt a string. 

Secrecy could end her life with a flick of his little finger. 

“The Grimoire of Zero and the keys to Zero’s cell.” 

It wasn’t a question, but an order. 





Chapter 6: The Church and the 
Witch 


Even from afar, | could tell that the battle had ended. 

| gotta say though, running at full soeed while bleeding 
profusely was demanding. Right after | gave the signal to 
the priest, | thought | fainted for a few seconds. 

“We gambled and won.” Laughing, | stood up, leaning on 
the shovel’s grip. 

First we split up and had Corruption fire the Picus rapidly, 
raising the barrel’s temperature to its limit. Next | hurled the 
shovel into the weapon to cause it to malfunction. 

The Picus’s bullets were made of lead. The priest believed 
that they would melt inside the hot barrel, and if it stopped 
firing, the bullets would get jammed. Personally | just 
wanted to split up and charge straight to her, but it worked 
out fine. 

Dragging my heavy body, | approached the priest and 
Corruption. 

“The grimoire and the key?” Corruption gave a weak 
laugh. “I seem to have misplaced them. If I’m gonna die 
anyway, I’d rather take my secrets to the grave.” 

“Don’t you want to die peacefully?” the priest asked. 

“I’d rather annoy you.” She wheezed. 

“| won't be annoyed. Just a little inconvenienced, 
perhaps.” 

“You're so cold.” Frowning, she coughed. “Then how 
about this? I’ll give you the grimoire and the key if you kiss 
me.” 

His expression still, the priest bent down. A moment later, 
he pulled away. “Will that do?” he asked. 


Corruption looked up at the priest, mouth agape, and 
gave a pained smile. “You’re a nasty man. Do you want that 
book so badly?” 

“It’s a dangerous book that has the power to destroy the 
world. We can’t let it fall in the wrong hands.” 

“It’s not here. | ordered my dogs to take it away. | wonder 
what they’ll do with it when they find out I’m dead. They'll 
probably sell it.” She laughed, then choked on her own 
blood. 

“What about the key?” the priest asked, looking down on 
her. 

“It’s here...” She touched her belly overflowing with 
blood. “I swallowed it. | planned to throw it back up. Now 
you'll have to find it inside my corpse.” 

“Very well.” The priest nodded. “I now formally strip you 
of your sin of Corruption, and take back your life. Farewell, 
Crescencia.” 

For a moment, Corruption’s eyes widened. Slowly, her 
gaze went to the priest’s face, and she let out a soft sigh of 
relief. 

“You remembered my name,” she whispered. Then her 
head plopped quietly. 





The joy on her face made me uncomfortable. 

The priest thrust his hand into the woman’s belly, 
fumbled around a little, then pulled out a small bunch of 
keys. There were two of them, one to the prison cell and one 
to the shackles. He tossed them to me without a word. 

Silently, | caught it. Before | dove straight back into the 
burning temple, flames billowing out its windows, | glanced 
back at the priest. 

With his head down, | couldn’t make out his expression, 
and his lips didn’t seem to be moving. But it looked to me as 
if he was regretting something, and | was sure it wasn’t just 
my imagination. 


Weaving through the flames fueled by alcohol and oil, | 
returned to Zero’s cell with the key, where | was greeted by 
Zero’s nonchalant voice. 

“That was faster than expected,” she said. She didn’t 
seem to doubt my safety in the slightest. 

The cell door opened easily, and for the first time ina 
while, | was face to face with Zero and my other arm. 

“Did you actually think | would take ten years? 
Unfortunately, I’m more hasty than Thirteenth.” 

| thrust the key into the shackles on her feet and turned 
it, and it came off with a heavy thud. But that wasn’t 
enough to free Zero. The chain was connected to the 
Shackles on her arms. 

| took the same key and inserted it into the arm shackles 
as well. At that moment, | felt an unpleasant sensation. 

The key would not go deep enough. | changed the angle, 
pulled it back out and reinserted it, but the result was the 
same. 

Shit. 

“Mercenary? What is wrong?” 

“The key...” My voice trembled. “The key doesn’t fit.” 
Panic began to set in. 


The priest handed me two keys. One of them was the key 
to the cell, and | thought that the other one would unlock 
both shackles. But it was actually the Knights Templar who 
put the arm shackles. Corruption simply snatched her away. 
She wouldn’t have the right key. 

What do we do? 

“Leave me, Mercenary.” 

“What?” 

“If you stay, we will both be trapped. Your body cannot 
handle holing up here in its current state. But if you escape, 
you can come rescue me later, though it might take some 
time.” Her quiet voice calmed me down. 

Right. We can just do that. 

But my body wouldn’t move. “I can’t,” | said. 

“Yes, you can! |am a witch. Even if | am trapped here for 
a few days, or even a year, | will most likely survive. | have 
no doubt that you will come for me. So— 

“| said no!” | roared, then yanked the chain. 

Realizing what | was about to do, Zero grabbed my arm to 
stop me. “It is impossible! The Church’s chains cannot be 
destroyed easily. If you were in perfect condition, then 
perhaps there is a possibility, but in your current state—” 

“Just shut up and stay back! We won’t know until we try!” 

“| already know without you trying! You have only one 
arm, and you have lost too much blood. The way you are 
now, you cannot even muster half your usual strength!” 

“So what?” 

| pulled on the chain with all my strength, and the iron 
stake pinning the chain to the cobblestone creaked. The 
stake, driven deep into its neck, would not budge one bit. It 
made me think that perhaps it was buried deep into the 
bowels of the earth. 

“I’m never leaving you,” | declared. “I’ve decided that I’m 
never leaving anyone behind again!” 

Twice in the past, | left my comrades behind and ran 
away. First | left Zero with Thirteenth, and the second time, | 


left Theo behind in the Holy City of Akdios. 

Both times, | regretted my actions deeply. | could blame 
myself all | wanted, but Theo would never come back to life. 

| decided that that was the last time | left someone 
behind. 

Gritting my teeth, | wrapped the chain around my arm 
and pulled with all the strength | had in me. Blood began to 
flow out of the wound on my arm, dripping onto the 
cobblestones. 

| slipped on my own blood and fell hard on the floor. 

Letting out a human-like scream, Zero held on to me. 
“Did you not hear me?! | said it is impossible! And | am not 
Theo! Our best option is to leave me!” 

“| left Theo behind thinking it was for the best, and you 
know what happened!” 

upon 

“What are you dawdling around for?!” the priest yelled. 
“Do you want to be steamed?!” 

“Priest!” Zero called. “Please take Mercenary with you 
and go! The key does not match the lock. | cannot leave this 
place. We will all perish at this rate!” 

“But | only found two keys. So she was hiding one more?” 
The priest hesitated for a moment. | thought he was going 
to leave, but he rushed over to us. 

“Back off, priest!” | shouted. “I don’t have the time to 
deal with you right now!” 

The priest ignored me and grabbed the chain. 

What? | blinked repeatedly. 

He hooked his staff on the stake and let Zero hold it. “You 
know about the principle of levers, yes?” he asked. 

“Y-Yes...” Zero answered. 

“I'll lend you my staff. For the record, this thing won’t 
bend or break no matter how hard you try, so please pour 
all your strength into it. Mercenary and | will pull the chain. 
We need to sync up.” 


“Who died and made you king?!” | barked. “What the hell 
do you think you’re doing? This is my job! | don’t need a 
priest to help me—” 

“This is no time to be stubborn!” 

| went silent. | realized that of us three, the priest was the 
only one who kept his cool. Even Zero, who was usually 
calm and composed, was desperate in trying to stop me. 

“If Zero dies, I’ll be in trouble too,” he said. “While 
Cestum is out there working behind the scenes, the 
information she provides is crucial. Now stop complaining 
and put all you have into pulling. You have nothing besides 
your brute strength, anyway.” 

“Th-That’s not... | Know that! You don’t have to tell me!” 

| stood up and grabbed the chain. The priest also grabbed 
the chain and sat down, his face steady despite having been 
tortured. Zero firmly grabbed the far end of the priest’s 
Staff. 

Synching ourselves, we poured all we got into the task. 

“One... two... three!” 

The stake creaked and tilted slightly. Cracks ran through 
the cobblestone. 

Zero’s eyes lit up. “It moved! We can pull out this stake!” 

“Don’t let up! Again!” 

The crack widened, and the stake shifted greatly. 

Blood and sweat dripped onto the floor. The fire above 
was Starting to heat up the basement. 

“One last time! Gooooo!” 

Letting out a roar from the pit of my stomach, | pulled on 
the chain with everything | had. With a dull thud, the crack 
spread out some more, freeing the iron stake. The 
momentum propelled Zero’s body back, but | quickly caught 
her. 

“We pulled it out, Mercenary,” Zero said, relieved. 

“We did, witch,” | replied. 

| almost started laughing, but even with my blood-starved 
brain, | knew that now was not the time for celebration. 


| tried to carry Zero, but | couldn’t. My legs buckled all of 
a sudden. Zero and the priest supported me on both sides, 
forcing me on my feet. 

“| will lend you a hand,” the witch said. “Stand up!” 

“We don’t have time to waste,” the priest added. “If you 
don’t want to be left behind, get up on your feet like your 
life depends on it!” 

“Uh, | thought you’d just take the witch and bail.” My wry 
remark even in this situation just showed how cynical | was. 

The priest clicked his tongue in annoyance. “The Goddess 
is merciful. You should be grateful to her.” 

That’s not even an answer. 

With the help of Zero and the priest, | managed to get out 
of the temple. Fortunately, there was a secret passage from 
the basement to the surface, so it didn’t take long. We made 
it out of the temple safely before it burned down. 

Then | ran out of strength. My body was shaking from 
losing too much blood, and | couldn’t see a thing. 

Holding me up, Zero turned to the priest. “Cut off my 
arm!” 

“Wh-What now?! Where did that come from?!” 

“As long as these shackles are in my arms, | cannot use 
Magic. With no key, the only option is to sever my arm. Then 
| can heal Mercenary’s wounds.” 

“You idiot!” | managed weakly. “I could’ve cut off your 
arm in the dungeon if | really wanted to. It’s fine. I’m just a 
little tired. Let me a rest a bit.” 

“But...” 

“Big brother!” 

Suddenly | heard a call. Eyes wide open, we turned to the 
direction of the unexpected voice. 

A small rat Beastfallen was scurrying towards us. 

So she uses all four limbs when running at full speed, 
huh? | thought. 

“Lily, why’d you—” 


Before | could finish my question, | saw the group 
standing behind her, all wearing matching armor. | was 
astonished. 

The priest stood up. Zero stared blankly, her mouth open. 
Apparently | wasn’t hallucinating. 

“Th-The Knights Templar?!” 

Lily brought with her two hundred fully-armed knights of 
the Church. 

How in the world did it end up like this? 

“When we came out of the cave,” Lily explained, “these 
people were there. They said they were here to catch the 
bad adjudicator! And then | led the way so they didn’t get 
lost in the cave.” 

“Bad adjudicator?” | glanced at the priest. 

“D-Don’t look at me!” he said. 

“It is not Secrecy. We are here to arrest Corruption,” a 
knight said. “The other day, a wounded knight arrived to 
give a report, accompanied by Corruption’s henchman. The 
henchman said that Secrecy’s Beastfallan servant went 
mad, but the knight, undaunted by Corruption’s threats and 
the henchman’s supervision, reported the adjudicator’s 
treacherous actions in full. A strike force was immediately 
formed and ordered to raid the witch lair.” 

However, they couldn’t go past the cave. It was then that 
Lily appeared with the captives. While inside the cavern, Lily 
and the knights ran into Corruption’s dogs, who were 
attempting to escape, and arrested all of them. The 
Grimoire of Zero’s copy was then confiscated. 

All right. Makes sense now, | guess. 

“So in the end, the Church obtained the book,” | said. 

“It would appear so,” Zero agreed. 

So all our efforts was for nothing? No. If we hadn’t 
intervened, Corruption’s treachery would not have been 
exposed, and by thwarting Sanare’s plans, we sort of 
accomplished our goal. 


Nevertheless, the book getting into the Church’s hands 
was the worst possible outcome. 

Lily held out a knife to me. “Um, here. This knife 
protected us. When we went to the pantry, the man there 
woke up and attacked us. It would have been bad if not for 
the knife.” Her big ears twitched as if saying she wanted a 
compliment. 

As | took the knife from her, | thought | saw the freckled 
boy’s face overlapping with her proud smile. “Great job,” | 
Said. 

Lily gave a firm nod, but began acting restless when she 
noticed there was something wrong with me. “You’re 
covered in blood... and you look cold.” Her eyes were full of 
WOITy. 

“Don’t look at me like that. It feels like I’m actually gonna 
die right now.” 

“Y-You’re going to die?!” 

“No!” Without enough blood in my system, shouting 
made me lightheaded. 

“Ah!” Zero exclaimed. “The Knights Templar must have 
the key, yes? They can remove these shackles!” 

“Oh, right. No, wait...” The priest’s expression quickly 
turned sullen. 

“So you are the rumored Zero,” a knight said. “Your 
beauty is indeed mesmerizing. But we are not foolish 
enough to remove a witch’s shackles.” 

“Only for now! Mercenary is dying. | can close his wound 
immediately. You can put the shackle back once he is 
healed.” 

The knight sneered. “I thought witches were more 
cunning. You should try harder if you want to convince us. 
The Beastfallen does seem to be on the verge of death, but 
a single beast dying shouldn’t matter to a witch, no?” 

“How dare you!” Zero shouted. “He may only be a beast 
to you, but he is my only friend. | will not hesitate to killa 
hundred of you puny humans if it means he lives!” 


“Watch your mouth, Zero!” the priest admonished. 

Zero glared at the priest. After glancing back and forth 
between him and me, she went silent. 

The priest stepped in between the knights and us, 
standing in front of the man who seemed to be the troop 
leader. “Thank you for obtaining the book and rescuing the 
prisoners,” he said. “I will now escort Zero to His Excellency. 
You are aware that Zero is an ally under my supervision, 
yes?” 

“So I’ve heard,” the knight replied. “She is unrelated to 
the witch who caused the current incident.” 

“Then | trust you will treat her gently. She will assist the 
Church in various ways in the future. | don’t want her hurt. 

“You're kidding, right? She’s a witch.” 

“So what?” 

It wasn’t just the knight who was shocked by the priest’s 
words. Zero and | exchanged glances, blinking repeatedly. 

The priest from before would never have said something 
like that. He would deem witches to be evil on the spot and 
kill them. 

The knight’s cheek twisted a little. “Did a man from Dea 
Ignis become attached to a witch? It doesn’t matter if 
they’re cooperative. A witch is a witch. Their existence alone 
is evil!” 

“| repeat myself: so what? Surely the noble Knights 
Templar wouldn’t turn a helpful witch into a target for their 
vengeance simply because ‘their existence is evil’.” 

Unable to say anything back, the knight averted his gaze. 
Apparently that was their plan. In fact, it seemed like the 
priest pressed them because he knew exactly of their 
intentions. 

If the priest didn’t step in, there was a good chance that 
Zero, helpless as she was at the moment, would have 
suffered in the hands of the knights. Picturing it pissed me 
off so bad. /’// fucking kill you, knights. 


” 


| shot them a glare, and the priest hit my head with his 
staff. “Ouch! Are you trying to finish me off?!” 

“If you can scream that loud, you'll be fine for a while. 
You keep your mouth shut, and we can proceed smoothly.” 

“Why, you...” 

“First, we must tend to the Beastfallen,” the priest 
addressed the knight. “After that, we will escort the witch to 
Lutra Cathedral. A little warning: If the Beastfallen dies, 
there will be trouble. | am not prepared, so | don’t wish to 
engage a witch who claims that cutting off her arm will 
make it possible for her to use Magic.” 


The priest covered for us. Thanks to his warning, threat, 
and persuasion of the Knights Templar, our trip to Lutra was 
extremely safe and pleasant. 

Under the watchful eye of the priest and the generous 
treatment from the knights, | somehow survived. 

“Yeah. | saw this coming.” 

| was in a prison underneath the cathedral. Lying in the 
middle of the cell, | nibbled on a moldy piece of bread. 

While | was treated as a servant of the priest, the Church 
had no custom of showing hospitality to Beastfallen. 

It wasn’t like | committed a crime or anything, but 
apparently this was the only place in the cathedral they 
would allow a Beastfallen, so | had no other choice. 

On another note, | actually recovered after a meal anda 
good night’s sleep. Just goes to show how sturdy Beastfallen 
are. 

It felt like my wounds healed faster than they used to, but 
maybe it was just because I’d had more chances to get 
seriously injured since meeting Zero. 

The only thing that bothered me was that Zero had been 
separated from me. The priest took her to face the Church’s 
bigshots, but | had a feeling that things would work out fine. 
Zero could handle herself. 

And | was right. 


When | noticed the footsteps approaching the prison, | 
got up and saw the priest and Zero standing in front of the 
cell, followed by a group of people clad in black. The hoods 
covering their faces made them look shady. 

| stared at them blankly. “What kind of a gathering is 
this?” 

“They're Inspectors, sent from the Seven Cathedrals,” the 
priest replied. “Zero will show Magic to them.” 

“What kind of Magic?” 

“Healing. For you.” 

“I’m quite all right, as you can see.” 

The priest tossed a heavy burlap sack. Its mouth opened, 
revealing what was inside. 

“It's my arm.” 

“It is,” Zero said. “I will now attach it.” 

| leaned forward. “Attach where?” 

“| have not thought of any other candidates, but it does 
not look like it would fit anywhere but your elbow.” 

“Is this the part where | laugh?” 

“A laughter of joy would be perfect for this situation.” 

Okay. Sounds like a serious matter. 

Zero thrust her arms out toward the priest. He used the 
key to remove the shackles. 

“Wh-Whoa, whoa, hold up! Are you sure about that?! 
Aren’t those guys some bigshots from the Church?!” 

“It is fine. After a thorough discussion, they arrived at the 
conclusion that they wanted to see Magic in action. 
Moreover they are not bigshots, but deputy bishops. If 
anything goes wrong, only Lutra Cathedral will fall. The 
Church determined that /t wi// not hurt.” 

“Well, aren’t they bold?” 

“| agree. | am starting to like the Church a little. In 
exchange for my showing them Magic, they promised to 
burn the book they obtained. After that, it was agreed that 
the priest would formally accompany me. To share 
information about Cestum.” 


Where was my Say in all this? Still, this was an 
unprecedented treatment for a witch. 

The Church must have become very aware of the 
existence of Cestum after this incident. If a witch who had 
the will and power to fight against them would assist the 
Church, they probably thought using her was the best 
option. 

“Now, let us reattach your arm. Since it is your arm, your 
shoulder alone is the best fit for it.” 

The door to the cell opened and Zero entered, dragging 
my arm with her. After securing my arm to my elbow with a 
long piece of cloth, she stood up and took a few steps back. 

“| will use this opportunity to show you a powerful spell.” 

Zero opened her arms wide. Slowly she spun her arms, 
and positioned them above and below. Two faint arcs of light 
formed in the air. 

“Deiress, nairess, veedress, sukra.” 

The trail of light suddenly began to distort and twist. 

White snakes? And there’s two of them. 

“O’ wind of life, descend from the wings of the shining 
white serpent. Repel all deaths everywhere my breath can 
reach.” 

Swiftly the two white serpents intertwined, and brought 
their white, smooth foreheads together. As their backs split 
open, the wings of a bird spread wide, one for each, which 
gradually joined together to form a pair of wings. 

“Chapter of Protection, Page Seven: Medicluvia. Grant me 
power, for | am Zero!” 

Zero grabbed her cloak and raised it overhead to create a 
wind. The two snakes flew away, flapping their wings, and 
then suddenly disappeared. 

The next thing | knew, the pain in my entire body 
subsided, and my arm was firmly attached to my elbow. 

“| can’t believe it. | can move my arm normally.” | flexed 
it around a little, but | didn’t feel anything off with it. 

A gasp of amazement came from the Inspectors. 


“She wasn’t lying,” one said. “She actually reattached a 
severed arm So easily.” 

“It’s almost like a mira—” 

“Shh! Careful what you say. She’s a witch, and what she 
used was Magic.” 

Zero watched them with a smirk as they whispered 
among each other. 

The priest heaved a sigh, then suddenly froze. “My nails 
are back?” The nails he had lost while being tortured had all 
grown back. 

“A bonus,” Zero said. “Medicluvia is a spell that heals 
those who are touched by the healing wind. The wind must 
have reached you by coincidence, healing your wounds.” 

“Ah! The pain in my knee is gone!” said one of the 
Inspectors. “It’s been bothering me since the other day.” 

“M-My headache is gone as well...” 

Oh, smart move, witch. | looked at Zero. “You did it on 
purpose.” 

“If | healed you alone, they might claim that it was 
staged. The best move was to involve everyone here. In this 
narrow basement, the wind could reach them even if they 
were standing some distance away.” 

“You're a shrewd woman, all right,” | said, astonished. 

Zero gave a pleasant smile. “Like a witch, right?” 

Wearing a frown, the priest pretended to not hear our 
conversation. 





Interlude: Cestum 


“Aw, | thought she’d hang in there a little longer. That 
adjudicator was more useless than | imagined. | can’t 
believe that Zero would join forces with the Church. What a 
disgrace of a witch.” 

Sanare’s frustrated tongue-click echoed in the dimly-lit 
room. Wearing the body of Amnil, a former princess who 
willingly offered her body to the Necromancer, she had light- 
brown hair tied into a complex braid behind, and a flashy 
monocle adorned her right eye. Her features were regal, but 
a dismal smile marred her face. 

“But don’t worry, Master. The effect of the witch incident 
that happened right under the nose of Lutra Cathedral is 
enormous. The Church managed to preserve its authority, 
but the people are beginning to adore Magic, the Church is 
wary of it, and the number of Mages in Wenias is steadily 
increasing.” 

A black silhouette swayed. Donning a black robe that 
seemed to fuse with the darkness, the figure had bright, 
silver hair. They looked a lot like Zero. 

“The Mooncaller Witch has made a move. Make 
preparations. War is coming.” The candle flames flickered, 
and the figure vanished. 

Immersing herself in the lingering presence, Sanare 
exhaled. “A war is coming. Witches and the Church will kill 
each other, and the witches will win. I'll be busy. | need to 
get some rest before then. Raul, can you prepare some hot 
water for me?” 

The horse Beastfallen who had been waiting in the corner 
of the room looked up. Raul’s upper body was fully human, 
but his lower half had all four limbs of a horse. 


Scratching the floor with his hooves, Raul shot Sanare a 
cold look. “Please don’t put the princess’s body in danger.” 
“Are you stupid?” Sanare sneered. “I’m doing just that. 
Why wouldn’t I? I’ll put her body in grave danger. She might 
get injured on the face. She might lose her maidenhood. It’s 

your job to protect her, isn’t it? | like this body too, so as 
much as possible | don’t want to destroy it. | suggest you do 
your best to protect it.” Sanare’s boisterous laughter echoed 
in the room. 

Raul turned his head down quietly. “I’ll go prepare the hot 
water,” he said, then left the room. 





Chapter 7: To Moonsbow 
Forest 


White, sandy beach. Endless stretch of shoal. Peach- 
colored coral reefs. Vibrantly colored fish. 

A witch was swimming cheerfully in the sea, her long 
silver hair and beautiful features exposed for the whole 
world to see. Nearby, a white rat Beastfallen was frolicking 
in the water. 

“It’s freakin’ hot...” | muttered, slumped down in the 
shade that shielded me from the scorching sun. 

“It’s too bright...” The priest also frowned. 

I'd made a makeshift shade out of a cloth tied to wooden 
poles that | then stuck to the sand. Still the heat was 
unbearable. 

“You feel hot because you are sitting still on the beach 
with those clothes on!” Zero said. “Undress and come over 


” 


“No.” 

Pouting, Zero stamped up the beach, approaching us. 
“Since you insist on staying there,” she said, flashing a 
broad grin. She seemed more like a beautiful nymph that 
ruled the seas than a witch. And she was carrying a bucket 
full of water. 

“Hey, wait. You’re not gonna—” 

“Oh, | will. Rejoice! | have brought the sea to you!” 

As the priest and | half-rose to our feet, seawater came 
crashing on us. The water cooled down my sun-baked body, 
clearing even my head. 


“Now you are both drenched,” Zero said. “You may as 
well go have a swim.” 

“Listen here! You can’t just splash people with seawater 
out of nowhere! My gear’s gonna get rusty!” 

“Why are you even wearing armor on the beach? You may 
take it off.” 

“Hey, priest! You’re good at sermon and stuff, right?! Say 
something to her!” 

“Huh?” 

“Why are you taking your clothes off?! You didn’t want to 
a second ago!” 

“Anyone would take off their wet clothes, or else they’d 
risk catching a cold.” 

| could tell from his indifferent tone that he was giving me 
a cold gaze behind his eyepatch. 

He removed the linen undershirt beneath his long 
cassock, exposing his badly scarred body to the sun. Even 
old rags looked better. 

It seemed surprising, given his looks, but considering he 
was an adjudicator, it made sense. What’s more, he put his 
life on the line when fighting, so scars all over his body 
wasn’t at all unexpected. 

He didn’t take off his pants, only his shoes, and with his 
staff in hand, he waded into the water. He then dove and 
didn’t come back up. 

For a moment, | wondered if he committed suicide by 
drowning, but a while later, he resurfaced quite some 
distance away. 

Oh, | get it. He thought it’d be much quieter out in the 
open sea than the beach. 

“You too,” Zero said. “And if you plan to stare at anyone, 
stare at me instead.” 

“Can you stop being weird?!” 

Zero extended her hand at me. 

It was an utterly odd situation. 


A few days ago, we weren’t allowed to stay at any inn, 
and now we were out in the open, enjoying a swim in the 
Sea. 

Lily’s reputation at Lutra had improved dramatically after 
she helped young girls escape Corruption’s prison. 

According to the little Beastfallen, the night after she 
returned to Lutra, countless people came to their 
ramshackle house to thank her, leaving food and money. 

Secrecy was thanked for defeating Corruption, who 
conducted unjust witch hunts, tormenting the public in the 
process, and even though Zero wasn’t burned at the stake, 
the Church managed to protect its dignity. 

In the end, Corruption took the blame for everything. 

“Big brother, big brother!” Lily called with her shrill voice. 

| turned around to see her running towards me, skewered 
fish in her hands. 

“Mom told me to take it. She has a stall over there! We 
weren't allowed to do that before, but now we can. There’s 
lots of people in my mom’s stall!” 

“Oh, so she obtained permission to put out a stand, huh? 
Might make a lot more money than working for some 
noble.” 

“Dad is with her. They look like they’re having lots of 
fun.” 

Zero and | took one skewered fish each. 

| took a bite of the soft white meat. The savory aroma 
filling my mouth suggested that the fish was grilled with 
herbs. It had just the right amount of saltiness. It was hard 
to believe something so delicious could come from a food 
stand. 

“Also, mom said to give this to you.” Lily handed me a 
piece of rag. 

“Lemme see.” | opened it to see two words written ina 
messy handwriting. 

Squid ink. 


“| see. Squid ink. | think | can make a good tomato stew 
with that.” 

“Mom told me | can play with you guys. It’s my first time 
at the beach! Let’s all swim together!” 

“I! don’t wanna,” | said as | ate the fish along with its 
bones. 

“Wh-Whaaat?!” Lily’s red eyes seemed to well up with 
tears. 

Then as if she thought of something, Zero grabbed Lily’s 
shoulders and whispered into her big ears. | couldn’t read 
her lips as she was covering her mouth with her hand. 

Pretty sure it’s something stupid. | could almost hear 
what she was Saying. 

| decided to warn her, Knowing she wasn’t the type to 
listen. “Hey, witch. You better not drag an innocent young 
girl to one of your schemes.” 

Lily’s eyes lit up. They nodded to each other, all fired up. 

| have a bad feeling about this. A hunch of an incoming 
defeat. 

“Big brother.” 

“Mercenary.” 

Their voices were the sweetest | had ever heard. They 
looked at me with upturned, moist eyes, their expressions 
saying | was the only one they could count on. 

“Please,” Lily said. “I want to play with you.” 

“Without you, even the sea of paradise seems dull to 
me.” 

Damn it. This attack is too powerful. 

| knew they were doing it on purpose, but | did not have 
the courage to refuse and turn my back. 

“Argh, fine. You win! Only for a while, okay?!” 

Looking up at the bright sky, | jumped into the green 
Shoals with Zero and Lily in my arms. 


We decided to spend the night at Liza’s place. 


Exhausted from playing in the sea, Zero quickly fell 
asleep after eating dinner. How quick? Her head plopped 
down on the table as soon as she finished her food. 

| carried Zero into the attic and pulled a blanket over her, 
then breathed a sigh. We’re leaving Lutra tomorrow. It would 
take about ten days to reach our destination, Moonsbow 
Forest, on foot. 

We had wasted a lot of time, but it was worth it 
considering that we’d recovered a copy of the Grimoire of 
Zero—the Chapter of Harvest, specifically—and burned it to 
ashes. 

Apart from the one that Lia kept in Akdios and the 
Original in Albus’s possession, there were two other books 
still missing. 

One of them seemed to be circulating in the market, 
while the other was probably in Sanare’s possession. 

Can we really recover them safely? Is Thirteenth a 
member of Cestum? If he is, what do we do? If not, who Is 
their leader? We had a lot to think about, but | wasn’t 
exactly good at thinking. 

Just as | was about to go to bed, | heard footsteps coming 
from downstairs. | could tell now that it was Lily’s footsteps, 
and that she was waiting for me. 

For her, | was the first Beastfallen she had ever seen 
besides herself. Not to act like a saint, but she reminded me 
of when | was a kid. 

As | climbed down from the attic, | heard the sound of her 
footsteps leaving the house. | followed them and eventually 
arrived at the back of an animal shed, where | found Lily 
hugging her knees by the wall. 

| twitched my whiskers at the night breeze. “Any reason 
you lured me all the way here?” 

“I told mom what | did. That | killed everyone.” 

“| see.” 

“She didn’t get mad. She said it wasn’t my fault.” 

“Thought so.” 


“You knew?” 

“Sure you were the cause, but you weren’t at fault.” 

“So weird... Mom said the same thing.” 

Lily held back the urge to laugh. “I’ve been thinking,” she 
said. “Mom and dad have been protecting me all this time, 
but I’m all grown up now. | have to set them free.” 

“What?” 

“So... can | go with you?” 

“Wait, wait, wait, hold up. You just went from zero to a 
hundred real quick there.” 

“No, | didn’t!” 

“You clearly did! Just drop the nonsense and go back to 
bed.” | shooed her away. 

Lily picked up a rock and threw it at me. “I wrote a 
farewell letter. | said I’m going on a trip. That they don’t 
need to worry. I'll come back one day.” 

“Rip it up and toss it away.” 

“| won't! I’ve decided that I’m going with you!” 

“Listen. If you come with us, I’m not going to treat you as 


well as your parents do. If | think you’re in my way, I'll leave 
you behind. If the situation calls for it, I'll even let you die.” 
“That’s Okay.” 


“Moreover, we’re traveling with a real witch and a priest 
who despises Beastfallen. We’re up against people who see 
humans as nothing but tools. Hell, I’m surprised I’m still 
alive right now. It’s that dangerous.” 

“Well, I’m still going! Even if you say no, I'll follow you on 
my own!” 

“Quit being unreasonable.” 

“You can’t run away from me. | have lots of friends. | can 
find you wherever you go!” 

Ah, shit. That’s the face of stubbornness. She’Ill follow us 
no matter what | say. 

| was at my wits’ end. Now what? Should | scare her 
away? Or maybe verbally abuse her? 

She’d probably go crying back to her parents. 


“I’m used to people not liking me,” she said. “So | don’t 
mind if you say bad things about me.” 

Damn it. Ils everyone a mindreader now? 

“It’s real dangerous out there, you know,” | said. “You 
might die.” 

“It’s dangerous now too.” 

“No, it’s not!” 

“It is. Our house was set on fire before because people 
wanted the rat gone. This time too. If | wasn’t here, mom 
and dad wouldn’t have been hurt. So | will become strong. | 
will be strong enough to protect mom and dad. But for now, 
they’re safe without me around.” 

Her voice was firm. It was a perfect declaration of her 
resolve. No matter what | said, Lily was going to follow me. 

| had only one thing to say at this point. “Knock yourself 
out. I’m not gonna take care of you, though.” 

Lily jumped to her feet and pulled out a linen bag filled 
with her belongings from the shed. 

Thoroughly prepared, | must say. 

| didn’t feel like saying anything else, so we headed back 
to the house, where | found Zero standing out front. The 
priest was beside her, ready to leave. 

“What's going on here?” | asked. 

““‘When we woke up, they were already gone.’ Does that 
not sound very fitting for our party?” Zero replied. 

| looked over at the priest, expecting a serious answer. 

“Il can move easier at night,” he said. 

Self-centered ass. 

“What’s with the rat?” he asked. 

“Oh, uh...” 

“I’m coming with you!” she exclaimed. 

Zero and the priest were taken aback. 

“Wh-What? You must be joking!” the priest said. “Il would 
never travel with a rat!” 

Saw that one coming. There was no way the guy who 
hated Beastfallen would ever welcome another one to the 


party. 

“I see no problem with it,” Zero said. “The more, the 
merrier.” 

“How is having more Beastfallen nota problem?!” 

“| think she can be an asset,” | said. 

“Asset?” The priest regarded Lily as though he was 
looking at vermin. 

He had no idea that Lily could summon a swarm of rats 
and sick them at enemies. 

“She’s free to go wherever she wants,” | said. “We can’t 
really stop her from tagging along, and as long as she 
doesn’t hinder us, we just have to let her be.” 

“Her very existence is a hindrance,” the priest said firmly. 

Lily puffed up her cheeks, but she didn’t throw a stone 
this time. 

She actually chooses who to attack. Smart, despite 
appearances. Hmm... If the priest doesn’t want her around, 
then | guess there’s a benefit to bringing her. 

| suddenly felt great about having Lily along for the trip. 

“| quite like how simple-minded you are,” Zero said, a 
gentle smile on her face. 

| ignored her comments. The priest was still grumbling, 
but he didn’t seem to have any intention of taking drastic 
measures to get rid of Lily, so | decided to leave him alone. 

“All right, then,” | said. “Let’s go to Moonsbow Forest.” 

Sanare said that He gave orders to Cestum, and “He” was 
what people called Thirteenth back in Wenias. 

| had no idea if Sanare was referring to Thirteenth, but 
one thing was certain: they could use forced summoning, a 
technique that only he could use. 

We needed to extract information out of Thirteenth. If we 
couldn't, then so be it. | wanted to make sure that 
Thirteenth wasn’t an enemy. 


Moonsbow Forest was a forest of witches located in a land 
with no ruler, where no human dared to tread. 


Countless surveys had been attempted by the Church, 
but once they entered, they got lost, never to leave again. 

Zero strolled onward with easy steps. The moment she 
entered the forest, she took off her shoes, removed her 
hood, and stepped on the soft mulch with the imposing 
Stride of a king. 

Lily was on my shoulder, or rather, almost on my head. 
With her small size, she walked slowly, so when there was 
room, | carried her and Zero. 

Lily insisted on walking on her own, but it was 
uncomfortable watching her constantly scuttling to catch up 
to us. 

“Why does it look like someone bombed the place?” | 
asked. “Feels like there was a war here.” 

The forest was calm and quiet, and the air felt mystic, but 
trees had snapped in places, as if destroyed by an 
explosion. 

“I did it,” Zero said without a hint of shame. “Thirteenth 
set up layers of wards to keep me in the forest. In order to 
get out, | had to blow them up along with the place. That is 
why there are traces of destruction.” 

“Your sibling quarrel always happens in a grand scale.” 

“Sibling? Does Zero have a brother?” Lily asked. 

“That’s news to me,” the priest added. 

Frowning, | looked at the priest. “Lily | can understand, 
but didn’t we tell you about it already?” 

“You told me we were going to see a sorcerer named 
Thirteenth.” 

“So Thirteenth is... Oh, right. You’ve never met 
Thirteenth. Ah, you make me jealous.” 

“Huh?” 

“| mean, he’s not the kind of guy you want to meet.” 

We'd informed the priest about how Thirteenth brought 
Magic to Wenias and started a war, and that he might be 
involved in the saint’s case and what happened in Black 
Dragon Island. 


But | didn’t tell him about Zero’s relationship with him, or 
any other details for that matter, because | didn’t think it 
was necessary. 

“Are you curious about a witch’s family matters?” 

“| wouldn’t say curious... It’s just that | didn’t think 
witches were “humans” too until recently. I’m just a little 
Surprised.” 

Nothing wrong with his reaction. | used to hate witches 
before | met Zero, and | never imagined witches eating food 
or taking a bath. 

And | never, ever thought they had families. 

Zero smiled. “Human, huh? | feel somewhat embarrassed 
hearing that from a churchman. | hope your impression 
remains the same when you met Thirteenth.” 

“He’s quite inhuman,” | added. “In more ways than one.” 
| didn’t want him as an enemy, but | didn’t want to be 
friends with him either. In other words, | didn’t want to have 
anything to do with the guy. | could not stand Thirteenth at 

all. 

After walking through the forest for a while, we came to a 
particularly neglected area. There were snapped trees all 
around, and the ground had been hollowed. It was a mess. 

In front of us stood a tall cliff, part of which had collapsed, 
and there was a hole in the collapsed part. 

“Is that it?” | asked. 

“Yes,” Zero replied. 

| could not believe what | was seeing. “You should put a 
little more effort in hiding it.” 

“Normal humans cannot come all the way here to begin 
with. Not even a strong beast warrior or a Church 
adjudicator. Welcome to the cellar. It has been centuries 
since the Murky Darkness school was established in this 
land, and you are the first non-witch guests to visit these 
woods.” 

All four of us stepped into the cave through the gaping 
hole. AS we proceeded deeper, the ceiling of the cave 


became higher, and the path wider. Eventually the path 
ended, and we came to a huge open space. 

Too vast to be called a cellar, it was an awe-inspiring 
limestone cavern. Countless caves stretched out in all 
directions. It was bright too. | looked up to see shining moss 
stuck to the ceiling. 

“Wow!” Lily exclaimed. “So pretty!” 

“You call this a cellar? You sure it’s not an underground 
empire?” 

“In the past, when there were still many witches here, it 
certainly looked like a whole nation. Now there is only 
Thirteenth and his disciples. Strange, though. There is no 
sign of them.” 

“They’re not here?” 

“Hmm... Thirteenth! It is me! Where are you hiding?” 

An eye opened. We turned our heads to the ceiling. An 
eyeball was staring at us. 

The eeriness and horror of it made my fur stand on end, 
from my ears to the tip of my tail. 

“Shit. For a second there, | felt a little nostalgic,” | said. 

“That reminds me. You first met Thirteenth like this,” Zero 
added. 

“What a big eye!” Lily squealed. 

“How can you all be so calm?!” the priest said. “I’m using 
all my willpower to hold myself back from screaming!” 

“I’m actually more surprised that you can withstand this 
situation with only willpower,” | said. “And Lily, you’re really 
tougher than you look. Now both of you, grab Zero’s hand! 
We're gonna fall!” 

| could see what was going to happen next. 

The floor lit. The world collapsed. The ground vanished, 
and | was thrown into the darkness. It felt like | was falling 
forever. 

A forced summoning—Thirteenth’s signature move, 
where he forcefully summoned someone to an unknown 
place. 


| hope we’re not being summoned in the middle of enemy 
territory. 
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